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This project examines the prevalence of acclamation formulas inscribed on late 
Roman amulets. It argues that acclamations in amuletic form were believed to have the 
power to protect due to the powers that people in late antiquity attributed to actual 
acclamatory performance. Crowds shouted acclamations in public gatherings and 
liturgical processions for a variety of pragmatic reasons, including voicing dissent against 
an emperor or in response to natural disasters. Late antique texts also demonstrate that 
crowds were thought to possess extraordinary, even miraculous, qualities when shouting 
acclamations. Crowds chanted “Kyrie Eleison” to ward off plagues. Chanting “Holy, 
Holy, Holy” was believed to invoke angelic presence. This late antique culture of 
attributing efficacy to acclamatory performance should direct how we interpret the 
appearance of acclamations on amulets. These amulets illustrate the range of 
acclamations that constituted a veritable repertoire of efficacious formulas which could 
be materialized in portable or visual form for protection. Whereas prior scholarship on 
such acclamations focused primarily on their political and theological meanings, this 
thesis demonstrates how their functions extended well beyond communication. Inscribing 
an amulet with a popular chant recalls the memory of these powerful performances and 
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extends that power in material form. This thesis further illustrates that this material 
efficacy of amulets could be integrated into the built environment when inscribed on 
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CHAPTER ONE: SPEECH ACTS, COLLECTIVE EFFERVESCENCE, AND 
SEDIMENTING THE MAGIC OF THE ACCLAMATION 
I. Introduction 
 This dissertation examines the late antique phenomenon of inscribing 
acclamations —rhythmic formulas chanted or shouted by assemblies—on objects that 
were thought to be efficacious to the user for a range of practical applications, including 
healing, protection, exorcism, and cursing. Why inscribe a collective “shout?” Why did 
certain acclamations acquire associations of efficacy and encourage people to perceive 
this efficacy to be operative, whether performed as a collective ritual or inscribed on an 
amulet? This project will argue that the “magic” of the inscribed acclamation derives 
from the “magic” of the crowd. Objects inscribed with acclamations recalled the memory 
of public performances of acclamations and were inscribed in order to sediment the 
power of those performances in material form. The aim of the project is to examine the 
intersection between performance and materiality. In late Roman public life, 
acclamations were performed to accomplish something. They were the collective ritual 
par excellence, enabling crowds to achieve all manner of goals ranging from deposing an 
emperor to electing a new bishop. I will argue that objects such as magic gems, amulets, 
and door lintels inscribed with acclamations reflect this instrumentality of acclamatory 
performances as well as the embodied experience of acclamations as efficacious speech 




II. Acclamations: Overview of Their Social Context and Perceived Efficacy    
 Acclamation was one of the most ubiquitous collective rituals in late Roman 
public life.1 Historian Charlotte Roueché defines acclamation as “the expression, in 
unison, of wish, opinion, or belief, by a large gathering of people, often employing 
conventional rhythms and turns of phrase.”2 More simply, Edgar Smothers defines 
acclamations as “any formula of common use in articulate outcry,”3 and Gregory Aldrete 
as “any shouted comment.”4 Smothers’s and Aldrete’s definitions follow more closely the 
                                               
1 The bibliography on acclamations is vast. Select works include Erik Peterson, Eis theos: Epigraphische, 
formgeschichtliche und religionsgeschichtliche Untersuchungen (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
1926); Alan Cameron, Circus Factions: Blues and Greens at Rome and Byzantium (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1976); Jan Burian, “Die kaiserliche Akklamation in der Spätantike (Ein Beitrag zur 
Untersuchung der Historia Augusta),” Eirene 17 (1980): 17-43; Patricia Karlin-Hayter, “Factions, Riots, 
and Acclamations,” in Studies in Byzantine Political History: Sources and Controversies, ed. Patricia 
Harlin-Hayter, Collected Studies 141 (London: Variorum Reprints, 1981), III (1-10); Charlotte Roueché, 
“Acclamations in the Later Roman Empire: New Evidence from Aphrodisias,” Journal of Roman Studies 
74 (1984): 181-199; Gregory S. Aldrete, Gestures and Acclamations in Ancient Rome (Baltimore: The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999); Hans-Ulrich Wiemer, “Akklamationen im spätrömischen Reich,” 
AKG 86, no. 1 (2004): 27-74; Charlotte Roueché, “Acclamations at the Council of Chalcedon,” in 
Chalcedon in Context: Church Councils 400-700, ed. Richard Price and Mary Whitby, Translated Texts for 
Historians. Contexts 1 (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2009), 169-177; Christina Kuhn, 
“Emotionality in the Political Culture of the Graeco-Roman East: The Role of Acclamations,” in Unveiling 
Emotions: Sources and Methods for the Study of Emotions in the Greek World, ed. Angelos Chaniotis 
(Stuttgart: Steiner Verlag, 2012), 295-316; Luise Marion Frenkel, “The Record of Acclamations and Cries 
in the Acts of Ephesus,” Studia Patristica Vol. LXXIV: Including Papers Presented at the Fifth British 
Patristics Conference London, 13-15 September 2014, ed. Markus Vinzent and Allen Brent (Leuven: 
Peeters, 2016); Laura Lieber, “With One Voice: Elements of Acclamation in Early Jewish Liturgical 
Poetry,” Harvard Theological Review 111, no. 3 (2018): 401-424. 
2 Roueché, “Acclamations in the Later Roman Empire,” 181. See also the definition of Theodore Klauser, 
who has defined an acclamation as a “rhythmically-formulated, sing-song-like or recited cry, with which a 
crowd expresses approval, praise and congratulations, or disapproval, imprecation and demand.” Klauser, 
“Akklamation,” RAC, col. 216. For this particular translation of Klauser, see Bradley J. Bitner, 
“Acclaiming Artemis in Ephesus: Political Theology in Acts 19,” in The First Urban Churches 3: Ephesus, 
ed. James Harrison and L.L. Welborn (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature Press, 2018), 133.  
3 Edgar Smothers, “ΚΑΛΟΣ in Acclamation,” Traditio 5 (1945): 1. “Acclamation is to be understood in the 
widest sense. It is any formula of common use in articulate outcry.” The political philosopher Giorgio 
Agamben defines acclamation as “an exclamation of praise, of triumph (‘Io triumphe!’), of laudation or of 
disapproval (acclamatio adversa) yelled by a crowd in determinate circumstances.” See Agamben, The 
Kingdom and the Glory: For a Theological Genealogy of Economy and Government (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2011), 169. 
4 Aldrete, Gestures and Acclamations in Ancient Rome, 101. 
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ancient sense of the Greek and Latin words used to describe public, collective shouts and 
outcries.5 This dissertation will also follow this broadest definition of “acclamation” to 
describe any repeated formula chanted or shouted in unison. In this sense of the word, 
modern examples of acclamations might include shouting “Bravo!” at a concert, “Shame! 
Shame! Shame!” against a disgraced politician, or “USA! USA! USA!” at a World Cup 
soccer game between the United States and the Netherlands. Generally, acclamations are 
syntactically simple phrases comprised of one- or two-word shouts. However, if we 
follow the definition “any shouted comment,” “acclamation” could also describe longer 
formulas such as “I believe that we will win!”—a chant popularized at American sporting 
events in the early twenty-first century.  
 Chanting acclamations fulfilled a wide range of functions in late Roman society. 
Crowds chanted acclamations in social occasions such as shouting “Io Hymen!” or 
“Talassio!” at weddings.6 Soldiers would acclaim their commander as “Imperator!” after 
a victory.7 Audiences in a hippodrome would shout variations of “Nika!” to cheer on their 
                                               
5 The word “acclamation” in modern English tends to connote shouts of approval specifically, but the 
original sense of the word in ancient texts follows the Latin acclamare, which means “to shout.” Following 
ancient authors, modern scholars have tended to use the term “acclamation” to refer generally to the ritual 
of rhythmic, collective shouts. The key elements of acclamations include rhythmic formulas, loud volume, 
and unified performance by a crowd. See Aldrete’s discussion on the definition of “acclamation” (Gestures 
and Acclamations in Ancient Rome, 101-102). Chaniotis compiled a list of Greek terms that denote the 
ritual of acclamation, which include various forms of “to shout” or “to cry out:” βοᾶν, ἀναβοᾶν, ἐκβοᾶν, 
ἐπιβοᾶν, κράζειν, ανακράζειν, εὐλογεῖν, and φωνή. The term ὁµοθυµαδόν, “of one accord,” also suggests 
acclamatory performance in Greek literature. See Chaniotis, “Acclamations as a Form of Religious 
Communication,” 201; For instances of acclamations in the Greek world, including Athens, Sparta, and 
Macedonia see David Potter, “Performance, Power, and Justice in the High Empire,” in Roman Theater and 
Society, ed. William Slater (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1996), 133-134n12-14. 
6 Livy 1.9.12; Mart. 12.42.4; Plut. Pomp. 4. 
7 See Caesar, Bellum Gallicum 2.26.1; Tac. Ann. 3.74. See also Stefan Weinstock, “Victor and Invictus,” 
Harvard Theological Review 50, no. 3 (1957): 246. Andrew Burnett categorizes the shout of “imperator” 
after a victory as an “imperatorial salutation” rather than an acclamation, though this distinction seems 
unnecessary. See Andrew Burnett, “Zela, Acclamations, Caracalle – and Parthia?, Bulletin of the Institute 
of Classical Studies, 59, no. 1, 72-110. 
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favorite chariot team or address an emperor.8 Acclamations also played an important role 
in political arenas when used to denounce or petition emperors. According to Cassius 
Dio, after the despised emperor Commodus was assassinated and succeeded by the 
soldier Pertinax, a crowd gathered and shouted both mocking and celebratory 
acclamations against the dead emperor:    
For no one [in the crowd] called him Commodus or emperor; instead they referred to him 
as an accursed wretch and a tyrant, adding in jest such terms as “the gladiator,” “the 
charioteer,” “the left-handed,” “the ruptured.” To those senators on whom the fear of 
Commodus had rested most heavily, the crowd called out: “Good! Good! You are saved; 
you have won!” (‘εὖγε εὖγε! ἐσώθης! ἐνίκησας!) Indeed, all the shouts that they had been 
accustomed to utter rhythmically in the amphitheaters to pay favor to Commodus, they 
now chanted with certain changes that made them utterly ridiculous. For now that they 
had got rid of one ruler and as yet had nothing to fear from his successor, they were 
making the most of their freedom in the interval, and were gaining a reputation for 
boldness of speech in the security of the moment.9 
 
Although Cassius Dio may be embellishing or sensationalizing this story, we can still 
glimpse the conventions of political acclamation in antiquity.10 The crowd shouts short 
insults (e.g. “the gladiator!”) as well as celebrations like “εὖγε” and “ἐνίκησας.” Cassius 
Dio specifically mentions how people were accustomed to shout these rhythmically 
(εὐρύθµως) in the amphitheaters, demonstrating how these performances occurred in 
many different public arenas. Moreover, the story illustrates the extent to which crowds 
                                               
8 Erik Peterson, Eis theos, 152-156; Manolis Papoutsakis, Vicarious Kingship: A Theme in Syriac Political 
Theology in Late Antiquity (Tübingen, Mohr Siebeck, 2017), 51. 
9 Cassius Dio 74.2. Translation by Earnest Cary (modified by author), Loeb Classical Library, Dio’s 
Roman History IX (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1955): Κόµµοδον µὲν γὰρ οὐδεὶς οὐδ᾽ 
αὐτοκράτορα αὐτὸν ὠνόµαζεν, ἀλιτήριον δέ τινα καὶ τύραννον ἀποκαλοῦντες προσετίθεσαν 
ἐπισκώπτοντες τὸν µονοµάχον, τὸν ἁρµατηλάτην, τὸν ἀριστερόν, τὸν κηλήτην. τοῖς τε βουλευταῖς, ὅσοις 
καὶ µάλιστα ἐκ τοῦ Κοµµόδου φόβος ἐπήρτητο, ὁ ὄχλος ἐπέλεγεν ‘εὖγε εὖγε, ἐσώθης, ἐνίκησας.’ ὅσα τε 
εἰώθεσαν ἐν τοῖς θεάτροις ἐπὶ τῇ τοῦ Κοµµόδου θεραπείᾳ εὐρύθµως πως ἐκβοᾶν, ταῦτα τότε 
µετασχηµατίζοντες ἐς τὸ γελοιότατον ἐξῇδον. τοῦ µὲν γὰρ ἀπηλλαγµένοι, τὸν δὲ οὐδέπω φοβούµενοι, τό τε 
διὰ µέσου αὐτῶν ὡς ἐλεύθεροι ἐκαρποῦντο, καὶ ἀξίωµα παρρησίας ἐν τῷ ἀδεεῖ αὐτοῦ ἐλάµβανον. 
10 For a discussion on this episode and verbal damnatio, see Laurens Tacoma, Roman Political Culture: 
Seven Studies of the Senate and City Councils of Italy from the First to the Sixth Century AD (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2020), 150-151. 
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could modulate their acclamations, changing the form of the shouts (µετασχηµατίζοντες) 
at a moment’s notice for humorous effect. Cassius Dio records a similar event when the 
unpopular Didius Julianus rose to power. The crowd greeted him with a dour 
acclamation: 
Finally, when he [Julianus] came to the curia and was about to sacrifice to Janus 
before the entrance, all fell to shouting, as if by preconcerted arrangement, 
calling him “stealer of the empire and parricide!”11 
 
 Julianus tried to bribe the crowd in an attempt to quell their anger, but they 
shouted back, “We don’t want it! We won’t take it!” with such force that “the 
surrounding buildings echoed back their shout in a way to make one shudder.”12 From 
these scenarios, we glimpse the political significance of the acclamation. A crowd could 
destabilize an emperor’s authority by public performances of rhythmic shouts. In fact, 
emperors even organized their own personal claques to prompt crowds to shout certain 
acclamations in order to project a public persona of authority. Nero, for example, 
organized his own claque called the Augustani comprised of soldiers and equestrians, 
paying them a salary to start or extend applause during public appearances. Cassius Dio’s 
account cited above that the shouts against Julianus appeared to have erupted “as if by 
preconcerted arrangement” may allude to this practice of employing professional 
cheerleaders to instigate acclamations. 
 Crowds also chanted acclamations to petition emperors, governors, and other 
government officials. According to an edict issued in 328, Constantine consented to 
                                               
11 Dio 73.13.3. Translation by Earnest Cary (modified by author), Loeb Classical Library, Dio’s Roman 
History IX (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1955).  
12 Dio 74.13.3-4. 
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African provincials demanding that he expand punishments against people who were late 
in paying their debts. The edict specifically mentions the acclamations as the catalyst for 
Constantine’s change in policy: 
[Emperor Constantine] Augustus to the Africans. Since you have rightly 
demanded by your shouts that those who put off their payments to the fiscus 
should receive no leniency in paying their arrears, we specifically order that the 
property of those who in contempt of the law defer satisfaction of their debts be 
sold and that the buyers receive firm and permanent right of possession. (CTh. 
11.7.4)13 
 
Here, people in the provinces were able to shape an emperor’s laws through public 
acclamation. The acclamation was likely performed at a provincial council meeting. The 
Gesta Senatus, the minutes of the Roman Senate recorded in the Codex Theodosianus, 
demonstrate that acclamations were chanted at such governmental meetings as the proper 
way to make for elite and non-elite Romans alike.  
 Christianized acclamations were also adapted from the shared vocabulary of 
Greco-Roman public ritual into a variety of contexts including ecclesiastical synods, 
liturgies, and public processions. Acclamations familiar to many Christians today such as 
Κύριε ἐλέησον, alleluia, and the trisagion were originally derived from Jewish and civic 
ritual contexts from throughout the Mediterranean world and then plugged into specific 
moments of Christian liturgies. These acclamations were also chanted during processions 
in the streets of major cities throughout the empire. Other acclamations included shouting 
ἀνάθεµα! in church councils,14 which appears as a curse in LXX Deut 13:16 and 23:14 as 
                                               
13 Translation by John Dillon, The Justice of Constantine: Law, Communication, and Control (Ann Arbor: 
The University of Michigan Press, 2012), 127-128. 
14 For more on acclamations in church councils, see Charlotte Roueché, “Acclamations at the Council of 
Chalcedon,” 169-177.  
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well as a conventional deprecatory term used in defixiones.15  
 The social and political role of acclamations for petitioning and electing officials 
continued in Christian institutions as well. Augustine describes such a scene that occurred 
during a ceremony where he designated Heraclius his successor as bishop.16 Augustine 
and the Christian audience engaged in a call and response conversation, but the audience 
spoke only in repeated strings of acclamations: 
A shout was raised by the people: “Thanks be to God! Praise to Chist!’—said 
thirty-six times; “Hear us, O Christ! Long life to Augustine! —said thirteen 
times; “you are our father you our bishop!” —said eight times; “It is right and 
just!” —said twenty times; “He is well-deserving, he is truly worthy!”—said five 
times; “It is right and just!” —said six times.17 
 
Presumably Augustine was reporting this scene verbatim, as he troubles himself to record 
the precise number of times each acclamation was uttered. The audience strings together 
various acclamations to voice approval of Augustine’s ritualized announcement of 
naming a successor. This episode in particular illustrates how acclamations functioned as 
a means of public dialogue between participants in a crowd and an authority figure. 
Acclamations fulfilled this dialogic role in a variety of settings including hippodromes, 
theaters, and ecclesiastical synods.18 
 By the first century CE, shouting acclamations formed an integral part of public 
                                               
15 See John Fotopoulous, “Paul’s Curse of Corinthians: Restraining Rivals with Fear and Voces Mysticae (1 
Cor 16:22),” Novum Testamentum 56 (2014): 275-309. 
16 On the verbatim transcription of public acclamations see Potter, “Performance, Power, and Justice in the 
High Empire,” 145-146. 
17 Augustine, Letter 213.5-8. Translated by Sister Wilfried Parsons, Saint Augustine Letters Volume V (204-
270) (Washington DC: The Catholic University Press, 1956), 55. 
18 On the relationship between acclamations and theatrical performances see Walter Puchner, Greek 
Theatre Between Antiquity and Independence: A History of Reinvention from the Third Century BC to 1830 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 73-74. 
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life in the Roman Empire,19 a practice that only grew in popularity in late antiquity.20 The 
inhabitants of the villages and cities of the Roman Empire engaged in all manner of very 
public “street behaviors”21 ranging from the spectacular pomp and circumstance of a 
triumphal parade to the modest veneration of the lares compitales in front of the dozens 
of street-side altars that populated the urban streetscape.22 Susan Ashbrook Harvey 
reminds us that much of what is considered religious activity “took place outdoors, in 
public, widely accessible spaces,”23 including processions that threaded their way through 
the urban streetscape of Roman cities. Urban life in the Greco-Roman world was a “street 
corner culture” where streets and other public spaces functioned as arenas where people 
organically and informally interacted and gathered on a regular basis.24 Acclamations 
accompanied all of these street behaviors. Angelos Chaniotis describes this as the 
“theatricality of public life”25 in the ancient Greco-Roman world. Individuals engaged in 
“calculated, pretentious, or exaggerated behaviors” reminiscent of the theater, employing 
performative conventions such as modulating their voices (e.g., volume, rhythm, tone) or 
                                               
19 For more on the Jewish practice of acclamations, see Bitner, “Acclaiming Artemis,” 135-136. Jewish 
communities both in Palestine and the diaspora, employed a rich repertoire of acclamations for a variety of 
occasions. See Exodus 19:8, 24:3; Ezra 3:12-13; Matthew 27:21; Mark 15-13-14, as well as episodes 
recorded by Josephus, Ant. 16.2.  
20 Roueché, “Acclamations in the Later Roman Empire,” 185; Bitner, “Acclaiming Artemis,” 134 n. 29. 
Roueché argues that the increased number of public inscriptions that bear acclamations suggests that the 
practice became more widespread in Late Antiquity. Bitner argues the increased epigraphic evidence 
signals changes in recording practices. 
21 For a recent overview of these street behaviors, see Jeremy Hartnett, The Roman Street: Urban Life and 
Society in Pompeii, Herculaneum, and Rome (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017). 
22 Hartnett, The Roman Street, 67. See also Harriet Flower, The Dancing Lares and the Serpent in the 
Garden: Religion at the Roman Street Corner (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2017). 
23 Susan Ashbrook Harvey, “Patristic Worlds,” Patristic Studies in the Twenty-first Century: Proceedings 
of an International Conference to Mark the 50th Anniversary of the International Association of 
Patristic Studies, ed. Brouria Bitton-Ashkelony et al. (Brepols, 2015), 42. 
24 Hartnett, The Roman Street, 59. 
25 Angelos Chaniotis, “Theatricality Beyond the Theater: Staging Public Life in the Hellenistic World,” in 
De la scene aux gradins, ed. B. Le Guen, PALLAS 47 (1997): 219-259. 
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body language (e.g., gestures and facial expressions).26  
 
III. Vignettes of Efficacious Acclamations 
 The summary above demonstrates that acclamations were an important tool in the 
repertoire of late antique communities as they sought to bring about social change. 
Crowds shouted acclamations to provoke a reaction from authorities.27 They shouted 
acclamations in the amphitheater to direct how a criminal should be executed.28 
Acclamations were so important that a cottage industry sprang up of cheerleaders hired to 
instigate acclamations to manipulate a crowd.29 However, acclamations were also valued 
for their ability to bring about change in a way one might classify as “magical.” The 
following four vignettes exemplify this “magic” of acclamations. 
A. εἷς θεός! 
 The second-century Acts of Paul and Thecla relates a dramatic episode that many 
sports fans today might recognize: an outburst of unified chanting in a stadium. Shortly 
after surviving her harrowing near-martyrdom in a pool of killer sea creatures, Thecla is 
dragged before the governor who seeks her execution. An anxious audience of women 
observes from the stadium seats as the governor finally capitulates and releases her, 
eliciting a celebratory cry from the crowd as they shout “praise to God with a great voice 
                                               
26 Chaniotis, “Theatricality,” 222. 
27 See also Julian, Mis. 269D, Libanius Or. 27.14. Emperor Julian acquiesced to the shouts of crowds in the 
theater who were shouting “everything plentiful, everything dear!” while begging for grain during a 
famine. Julian implemented a decree controlling the price or grain in an attempt to satisfy the populace in 
response to the acclamations. 
28 Seneca describes arena crowds shouting “Kill him! Lash him! Burn him!” during a lunchtime public 
execution. Seneca, Epistulae 7.5.  
29 See Suetonius, Nero 20.3 and 46.6. Libanius also speaks of claques being paid a retaining fee so they can 
be called up at any time to cheer. Libanius, Or. 41.6 and 46.17.  
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as from one mouth loud enough to make the whole city shake: ‘There is one God, who 
saved Thecla!’”30 The women shout together a slogan ubiquitous across the world of the 
antique Mediterranean: εἷς θεός!31 Their cries carry such weight that their voices 
physically shake the city.  
 This same acclamation appears on countless amulets and protective inscriptions 
from throughout the Roman Empire. A third-century carnelian gem is engraved with εἷς 
Ζεύς Σάραπις, ἵλεως τῷ φοροῦντι!— “One Zeus Sarapis, mercy to the bearer!”32 A late 
antique lead amulet from Ashkelon reads, “One God help! A blessing for all!”33 
Christianized examples are extant as well, including a fifth-century inscription on a 
domestic door lintel from a town in Northern Syria: “One God and his Christ who 
helps!”34 The formula acclaims many different deities and takes many different forms, 
demonstrating that εἷς θεός was a conventional acclamation in the toolbox of artisans 
who produced protective objects.  
  
                                               
30 Acts of Paul, 38. Translation by Richard Pervo modified by author, The Acts of Paul: A New Translation 
with Introduction and Commentary (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2014), 13. Greek: Αἱ δὲ γυναῖκες πᾶσαι 
ἔκραξαν φωνῇ µεγάλῃ καὶ ὡς ἐξ ἑνὸς στόµατος ἔδωκαν αἶνον τῷ θεῷ λέγουσαι Εἷς θεὸς ὁ Θέκλαν σώσας, 
ὥστε ἀπὸ τῆς φωνῆς σεισθῆναι πᾶσαν τὴν πόλιν. R.A. Lipsius, ed., Acta Apostolorum Apocrypha, vol. 1 
(Leipzig: Mendelssohn, 1891), 235-271. For commentary on this scene, see also Jeremy Barrier, The Acts 
of Paul and Thecla: A Critical Introduction and Commentary (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009), 174-175. 
31 This acclamation may sound like a statement of monotheistic belief, but as will be discussed in Chapter 
2, εἷς θεος! was a common acclamation performed and inscribed in many different cultic settings 
throughout the Mediterranean world lauding one particular god above other gods. In other words, εἷς is 
used as an intensifier magnifying a god’s greatness, not a statement that “no other gods exist.” For a brief 
overview, see Angelos Chaniotis, “Megatheism: The Search for the Almighty God and the Competition of 
Cults,” in One God: Pagan Monotheism in the Roman Empire, eds. Stephen Mitchell and Peter van 
Nuffelen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 112-140. 
32 Simone Michel, Die Magischen Gemmen im Britischen Museum (London: BMP, 2001), 543. 
33 Di Segni, “εἷς θεός in Palestinian Inscriptions,” Scripta Classica Israelica 13 (1994): no. 32. 
34 See Trombley, “Christian Demography in the Territorium of Antioch (4th-5th c.): Observations on the 
Epigraphy,” in Culture and Society in Later Roman Antioch, ed. Isabella Sandwell and Janet Huskinson 
(Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2004), 74. Inscription from Arshin on Table V. 
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B. Κύριε ἐλέησον!  
 The Life of Daniel Stylites, the hagiography of a fifth-century saint who sat on a 
column outside of Constantinople during the reign of emperor Leo I, relates a story in 
which Daniel heals a leper with the aid of a crowd. After the leper approaches the saint, 
begging for healing, Daniel turns to the attending crowd and instructs them to “stretch 
forth their hands to heaven and with tears to cry aloud the ‘Kyrie eleison.’”35 The crowd 
responds, shouting the liturgical slogan again and again. When he had deemed that the 
crowd had shouted long enough, only then did he call upon Jesus Christ to complete the 
healing. The hagiography portrays the crowd acting as co-participants with the holy 
man’s miracle by shouting Κύριε ἐλέησον.  
 Elsewhere in hagiographical literature, Κύριε ἐλέησον is commonly shouted by 
crowds for healing and protective miracles. In the Life of Euthymius, a crowd of people 
carrying crosses and shouting Κύριε ἐλέησον march to the Palestinian monk for help to 
end a drought.36 The Historia Francorum describes a dramatic moment when Gregory of 
Tours organizes rotating choirs of chanters to cry Κύριε ἐλέησον as they march through 
the streets to ward off a plague.37 Variations of this same acclamation appear inscribed on 
portable amulets and as protective graffiti and monumental inscriptions.  
  
                                               
35 Life of Daniel the Stylite, 74. Translation from Elizabeth Dawes, Three Byzantine Saints: Contemporary 
Biographies of St. Daniel the Stylite, St. Theodore of Sykeon, and St. John the Almsgiver (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1948).  
36 Lives of the Monks of Palestine by Cyril of Scythopolis, trans. Richard Price (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian 
Publications, 1991), 34-35. 
37 Gregory of Tours, Historia Francorum, 10.1. Translation by Lewis Thorpe, The History of the Franks 
(New York: Penguin Group, 1974). 
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C. Holy, Holy, Holy! 
The pseudonymous text Epistola III Ad Petrum Fullonem, composed around 512 
CE, tells a tale of how God revealed to humanity the Trisagion Hymn,38 the angelic chant 
sung during the “Great Entrance” of many late antique liturgies.39 According to the story, 
severe earthquakes were afflicting Constantinople. Crowds had flooded out of the city to 
pray for mercy when suddenly a small child was raptured into the third heaven. While 
there, a host of angels taught the child how to sing the acclamation: “Holy God, Holy 
Mighty, Holy Immortal, have mercy on us!” Upon returning, he taught the song to the 
people, and when they sang the angelic chant for themselves, the earthquakes 
immediately ceased. The collective performance of these words saved the city from harm.  
 Variations of the trisagion acclamation appear on amulets and protective door 
lintels from Asia Minor, Syria, and Palestine. For example, a third-century bronze amulet 
from Cyzicus in Asia Minor reads: 
Michael, Gabriel, Ouriel, Raphael, guard the bearer! 
Holy, holy, holy! 
PIPI RPSS 
Angel Araaf! Flee, hated one! Solomon pursues you!  
 
Μιχαήλ Γαβριήλ Οὐριήλ 
Ῥαφαὴλ διαφύλαξον τὸν 
φοροῦντα 
Ἅγιος Ἅγιος Ἅγιος  
ΠΙΠΙ RPSS  
Ἄγγελος Ἀρααφ φεῦγε 
µιµισµένη Σολοµών σε 
                                               
38 The Trisagion (Greek for “Thrice Holy”) is a hymn based on the angelic chorus in Isaiah 6:3 that gained 
widespread popularity in liturgies throughout the eastern Mediterranean in late antiquity and remains an 
important part of Orthodox liturgy today. It reads: “Holy God, Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal, have mercy 
on us.” 
39 Epistola III ad Petrum Fullonem ex Synodo Romana in Jacques-Paul Migne, Patrologia Latina 58.903-





This amulet draws on several angelic elements, invoking the names of four archangels to 
protect the user and depicting an angel with an uplifted wing escorting a mounted soldier 
spearing a supine demonic figure. The trisagion formula, which in both Jewish and 
Christian traditions is an angelic chant, is adapted from liturgical contexts for personal 
and domestic protection. 
D. Guard Your Entrance and Your Exit! 
 Walking through the Syrian town Kapropera in the fifth century, liturgical 
acclamations would have surrounded you both visually and aurally. Although the town 
covers an area of only two square kilometers, it encompasses eight churches, six 
monasteries, and dozens of inscriptions with text from early Christian liturgies on 
domestic door lintels scattered throughout the site. No matter where you would have 
walked in this village, you would have regularly seen and heard liturgical formulas. The 
inhabitants must have considered many of these formulas as efficacious for protection. 
Many of the inscribed acclamations were carved on door lintels of houses and churches, 
presumably to defend the spaces from harm. Some lintels explicitly mention domestic 
protection, such as a professionally-cut domestic lintel bearing an invocation from Psalm 
121:8 that was performed as an acclamation in liturgies around Antioch: “Lord protect 
this house and its entrance and exit from now until forever more!”41 Others simply deploy 
                                               
40 Translation by Rangar Cline, “Amulets and the Ritual Efficacy of Christian Symbols,” in The Oxford 
Handbook of Early Christian Archaeology, eds. David Pettegrew and William R. Caraher (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2018), 357.  




popular Christian acclamations without referring explicitly to the Evil Eye or domestic 
protection, such as a crude graffito on a lintel of a house that reads: “Glory to God in the 
highest!”42 Descriptions of public performances of these same acclamations demonstrate 
that early Christian liturgies provided an important repertoire of efficacious formulas for 
defending against harm.    
 
IV. Object of Dissertation 
 These four vignettes provide only a brief glimpse into a hitherto understudied 
phenomenon: the striking prevalence of acclamations on amulets and amuletic objects 
from the late antique period. Inscribed rhythmic shouts including “Victory!,” “One God! 
“Lord Have Mercy!,” “Holy, Holy, Holy!” appear on a variety of media such as pendants, 
folded pieces of papyri, rings, gemstones, armbands, and lintel inscriptions. Presumably, 
late antique people regarded this genre of utterance as an efficacious means to protect 
oneself from harm. This dissertation aims to investigate this relationship between the late 
antique collective ritual of acclamation and objects commonly deemed magical such as 
amulets and protective inscriptions. What power is there in a collective shout or chant? In 
what ways, if any, does the memory of actual performances of acclamations affect the 
creation of an amulet inscribed with an acclamation or the embodied experience of using 
such an amulet?  
 Each vignette above illustrates that acclamations were thought to have an effect 
                                               
42 William Prentice, Greek and Latin Inscriptions: Part III of the Publications of an American 
Archaeological Expedition to Syria, 1899-1900 (New York, 1908), no. 196. 
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on the world that extended well beyond their roles as liturgical or political language. 
Whether shouting νίκα! in a hippodrome, chanting the Trisagion Hymn in the streets of 
Constantinople, or carving “Glory to God in the highest!” on your door lintel, these 
words were believed to do something. As ancient historian Brad Bitner argues, 
acclamations were not merely expressive; they “were deployed to accomplish something 
within religious and political life.”43 This sociopolitical power of acclamations compels 
Bitner and others to label them as possessing “quasi-magical efficacy”44 or “almost 
magical”45 efficacy—an ability to produce real social effects like calling a performer 
back to the stage by shouting “Bravo!” or “Encore!”  
 But why not simply refer to this efficacy as “magical” instead of “quasi-magical” 
or “almost magical”? The materialization of acclamations on magical objects such as 
amulets, gems, and protective inscriptions demonstrates that there is no need to hedge the 
operational efficacy of acclamations with qualifiers like “quasi” or “almost.” Certain 
acclamations were thought to convey causal force, and inscribing an acclamation on an 
amulet transformed that object from mere matter to an efficacious object, making 
portable the collective power of the acclamation.  
 The four vignettes discussed above demonstrate a quality of acclamations and 
certain objects that can be and have been described as “magical.”46 Scholars today are 
                                               
43 Bitner, “Acclaiming Artemis,” 135.  
44 Bitner, “Acclaiming Artemis,” 153. 
45 Agamben, Kingdom and the Glory, 232. 
46 Ancient authors used a variety of terms to classify rituals that they viewed as ambiguous, secretive, or 
immoral. These include terms such as µαγεία, φαρµακεία, γοητεία, magia, or superstitio, though none of 
these words map perfectly onto modern ideas of what constitutes “magic.” See Magali Bailliot, “Rome and 
the Roman Empire,” in Guide to the Study of Ancient Magic, ed. David Frankfurter (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 
175-197. For more on Roman jurisprudence and magic, see C.R. Phillips, “Nullum crimen sine lege: 
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generally split between abandoning the category of magic entirely or redeeming it as a 
heuristic tool useful for comparative study. The deconstructionist position47 has argued 
that “magic” harbors too many prejudices from both modern scholarship and ancient 
stereotypes.48 These scholars advocate using more specific terms to describe ancient 
rituals, like “healing,” “cursing,” “protecting,” or “exorcising,” rather than resorting to an 
umbrella category like “magic” that does not map onto a recognizable body of rituals 
from antiquity.49  
 Others have advocated retaining “magic” as a useful analytical category. Scholar 
of early Christianity Joseph Sanzo has argued that the deconstructionists fail to recognize 
                                               
Socioreligious Sanctions on Magic,” in Magika Hiera. Ancient Greek Magic and Religion, ed. C. Faraone 
and D. Obbink (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), 260-276; H. Kippenberg, Magic in Roman Civil 
Discourse: Why Rituals Could Be Illegal, in Envisioning Magic: A Princeton Seminar and Symposium, ed. 
P. Schäfer and H. Kippenberg (Brill: Leiden, 1997), 137-163. 
47 I owe much of the following discussion on the category of magic to Joseph Sanzo’s article, 
“Deconstructing the Deconstructionists: A Response to Recent Criticisms of the Rubric ‘Ancient Magic,’” 
in Ancient Magic: Then and Now, ed. Attilio Mastrocinque, Joseph E. Sanzo, and Marianna Scapini 
(Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2019). 
48 Scholars throughout the twentieth-century characterized magic as primitive, debased, selfish, foreign, 
and antithetical to both religion and science. This perspective owes much to the Scottish anthropologist 
James Frazer, who described magic in his book The Golden Bough as “the bastard sister of science” ([New 
York: MacMillan, 1890], 50). The archbishop Alexander LeRoy in his 1922 book The Religion of the 
Primitives describes it as “the perversion of science as well as religion” ([New York: MacMillan, 1922], 
35). Ancient historians and archaeologists regarded “magic” as a putrefied form of religion well into the 
twentieth century. In a 1963 article, the archaeologist Alphonse Barb refers to magic as a “refuse-heap,” a 
collection of immoral practices that result from “religion,” read as pious monotheism, decaying due to 
human selfishness (“The Survival of Magic Arts,” in The Conflict between Paganism and Christianity in 
the Fourth Century, ed. Arnaldo Momigliano [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963], 101-104). 
49 Jonathan Z. Smith was influential in developing this position. He writes: “We have better and more 
precise scholarly taxa for each of the phenomena commonly denoted by ‘magic,’ which, among other 
benefits, create more useful categories for comparison.” See J. Z. Smith, “Trading Places,” in Ancient 
Magic and Ritual Power, ed. M. Meyer and P. Mirecki (Leiden: Brill, 1995), 16-17. For other 
deconstructionist opinions advocating to separate “magic” into atomized categories, see also Jonathan Z. 
Smith, “Great Scott! Thought and Action One More Time,” in Magic and Ritual in the Ancient World Part 
4, eds. Mirecki and Meyer (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 73-91; R. Styers, Making Magic: Religion, Magic, and 
Science in the Modern World (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004); Otto Bernd-Christian, “Towards 
a Historicizing ‘Magic’ in Antiquity,” Numen 60 (2013): 308-47; David Aune, “The Use of the Term 
‘Magic’ as a Socio-Religious Category in the Study of the Greco-Roman World and Early Christianity,” in 
To Set at Liberty: Essays on Early Christianity and Its Social World in Honor of John H. Elliott, ed. S. 
Black (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2014), 15-26.   
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that some so-called magical symbols and objects demonstrate “formal cohesion”50 among 
ancient ritual experts.51 He argues that certain features of ancient ritual, such as the 
symbols called charakteres, appear almost exclusively in particular realms of ritual 
practice (e.g., amulets and defixiones). Secondly, deconstructionist scholars do not 
account for the overlap and blurring between the atomized categories that they have 
proposed (e.g., healing, protecting, exorcism). For example, many ancient practitioners 
would not have distinguished between healing and exorcism. Similarly, healing and 
protection overlap in ancient ritual. Curse-like language also appears in all manner of 
healing and protective incantation.  
 In this dissertation, I will follow recent theoretical frameworks of ancient magic 
by referring to a “magic” of the ritually spoken and written acclamation in a heuristic 
sense that highlights their qualities of efficacy, agency, and potency.52 “Magic” does not 
refer to a subcategory of religion or should be construed as a type of “private” or 
“personal” ritual activity.53 The range of supernatural effects that ancient people thought 
acclamations could manifest demonstrates that they did not themselves distinguish 
between the utility of a public, political chant and the utility of an incantation using the 
same acclamation. Although it may be tempting to categorize the ritual of shouting εἷς 
                                               
50 Michael Swartz, “The Dead Sea Scrolls and Jewish Magic and Mysticism,” Dead Sea Discoveries 8 
(2001): 190. 
51 Sanzo, “Deconstructing the Deconstructionists,” 11.  
52 See David Frankfurter, “Ancient Magic in a New Key: Refining an Exotic Discipline in the History of 
Religions,” in Guide to the Study of Ancient Magic, ed. David Frankfurter (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 3-20. 
53 See, for example, how archaeologist Ron Stroud describes a cache of curse tablets discovered at the 
sanctuary of Demeter and Kore at Acrocorinth as evidence of private “nocturnal rites” performed by some 
sort of “magician” or “sorceress.” Ron Stroud, “Religion and Magic in Roman Corinth,” in Corinth in 
Contrast: Studies in Inequality, eds. S. Friesen, S. James, and D. Schowalter (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 193. 
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θεός into different categories—e.g., political speech vs. cultic speech vs. magical 
speech—ancient audiences would have viewed this acclamation on a continuum of 
efficacy. The formula was operative whether chanted at a political rally or Christian 
liturgy or inscribed on a bronze amulet.54 
 The “magic” of the acclamation also connotes the material efficacy of the formula 
when inscribed onto an amuletic object. “Amulet” typically refers to portable objects 
such as a pendant on a necklace; however, ancient people employed a wide-range of 
objects and materials in an attempt to secure protection from a variety of dangers.55 
Material evidence includes sheets of metal called lamellae that were rolled, folded, worn 
as necklaces, or carried in cases.56 The dry climate of Egypt has preserved scraps of 
folded papyrus that may have been worn or carried as amulets. Articles of jewelry such as 
                                               
54 For more on the multivalence of “efficacy,” see David Frankfurter’s conceptualization of efficacy as 
encompassing a continuum of dimensions. Efficacy can have “magical, religious, social, economic, and 
aesthetic domains.” Christianizing Egypt: Syncretism and Local Worlds in Late Antiquity (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2017), 148. 
55 Several important works on amulets in the Greco-Roman world have been published over the last two 
decades: Y. Naveh and S. Shaked, Amulets and Magic Bowls: Aramaic Incantations of Late Antiquity 
(Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1985); Roy Kotansky, Greek Magical Amulets: The Inscribed Gold, Silver, and 
Bronze Lamellae. PC 22.1. Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag, 1994; Y. Naveh and S. Shaked, Magic Spells 
and Formulae: Aramaic Incantations of Late Antiquity (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1993); M. Dickie, Magic 
and Magicians in the Greco-Roman World (London: Routledge, 2001), chs. 9 and 10; D.C. Skemer, 
Binding Words: Textual Amulets in the Middle Ages (University park, PA,: Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 2006), 30-47; Theodore de Bruyn and Jitse Dijkstra, “Greek Amulets and Formularies from Egypt 
Containing Christian Elements: A Checklist of Papyri, Parchments, Ostraka, and Tablets,” Bulletin of 
American Society of Papyrologists 48 (2011): 163-216; Joseph Sanzo, Scriptural Incipits on Amulets from 
Late Antique Egypt: Text, Typology, and Theory (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2014); B.C. Jones, New 
Testament Texts on Greek Amulets from Late Antiquity (London: T&T Clark, 2016);  Theodore de Bruyn, 
Making Amulets Christian: Artefacts, Scribes, and Contexts (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017); 
Christopher Faraone, The Transformation of Greek Amulets in Roman Imperial Times, Empire and After 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018); Robert Matthew Calhoun, “The Gospel(-Amulet) 
as God’s Power for Salvation,” Early Christianity 10, no. 1 (2019): 21-55; Rangar Cline, “Amulets and the 
Ritual Efficacy of Christian Symbols,” in William Caraher, Thomas Davis, and David Pettegrew, The 
Oxford Handbook of Early Christian Archaeology, 2019.  
56 P.W. Schnienerl, “A Historical Survey of Tubular Charm-Cases up to the 7th Century A.D.,” Ornament 
4, no. 4 (1980): 10-14. 
 
 19 
rings and armbands also served as wearable amulets.57 John Chrysostom speaks of 
hanging a Gospel beside the bed58 or women and children wearing “little Gospels”59 for 
protection. Shenoute of Atripe complains of monks fashioning amulets from fox claws, 
snakes’ heads, and crocodiles’ teeth.60 The 4th century church order the Apostolic 
Constitutions denies baptism to anyone who has made amulets (περιάµµατα).61 
Ecclesiastical authorities such as John Chrysostom and Caesarius of Arles62 fulminate 
against φυλακτήρια, unfavorably comparing amulets to Jewish tefillin. 
This wide-range of ritual devices (e.g., necklaces, rings, fox claws) and technical 
terminology (e.g., ligaturae, περιάµµατα, φυλακτήρια) necessitates an equally capacious 
definition of “amulet.” Throughout this study, I generally use “amulet” to refer 
specifically to portable or wearable objects that aimed to protect the user. I will more 
often use the adjective “amuletic” to qualify a broader corpus of objects with an intended 
protective function. Inscriptions on massive monumental blocks and door lintels are 
amuletic insofar as they function as protective objects. For example, a late antique 
inscription on the side of the theater in Miletus invokes several archangels to protect the 
city of Miletus from harm.63 Similarly, a block that formerly was built into the 
                                               
57 For example, see an amuletic armband depicting the Holy Rider dating to the 6th or 7th century CE 
located in the Walters Art Museum, Accession Number: 54.2657. 
58 Chrysostom, Hom. 1Cor. 16.9.7 
59 John Chrysostom, Hom. Matt. 72.2. Chrysostom refers to these as Βιβλία µικρά, which may imply he is 
envisioning actual codices. See Robert Matthew Calhoun, “The Gospel(-Amulet) as God’s Power for 
Salvation,” Early Christianity 10, no. 1 (2019): 21-55. 
60 Shenoute, Acephalous Work A14.  
61 Apostolic Constitutions 8.32. 
62 Caesarius complains that people wear “diabolical phylacteries and magic letters on themselves.” See 
Caesarius Serm. 50.1: “phylacteria sibi diabolica et caracteres adpendunt…” Trans. Mary Magdeleine 
Mueller, The Fathers of the Church: St. Caesarius Sermons Volume 1 (1-80) (Washington DC: The 
Catholic University Press, 1977), 253-254. 
63 CIG 2.2895; Rangar Cline, “Archangels, Magical Amulets, and the Defense of Late Antique Miletus,” 
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Hexamillion Wall spanning the Corinthian Isthmus invokes the Nicene Creed to protect 
the emperor Justinian “along with those who dwell in Greece.”64 Although these objects 
differ in size and physical form compared to a small pendant, they similarly aimed to 
offer protection. In the case of the Milesian theater and the Hexamillion Wall blocks, 
these objects aimed to protect entire cities or regions from harm.  
The means by which an amuletic object was thought to “work” differs from object 
to object too. Medusa heads or images of Hercules positioned by a doorway may have 
offered protection by threatening invaders with the images’ frontality and visibility.65 
Incantation bowls from Mesopotamia, placed upside down in domestic spaces, could 
have functioned like late antique pest traps, attracting a demon and trapping it under the 
bowl to neutralize it.66 Amuletic nails found in Roman burials may have been thought to 
work by “pinning” the dead to the grave lest they return to disturb the living.67 Of course, 
objects are polysemic—they can convey multiple distinct meanings and functions 
simultaneously to their audiences. Inscribing a cross on one’s door lintel can 
simultaneously communicate one’s religious affiliation to neighbors but could also stand 
as an efficacious visual protective symbol that challenges demons or averts the Evil Eye 
by its mere presence. We need not assume that labeling an object an “amulet” precludes 
                                               
Journal of Late Antiquity, 4, no. 1 (Spring 2011): 55-78. 
64 IG IV 204. See Caraher, “The Ambivalent Landscape of Christian Corinth,” in Steven Frisen, Sarah 
James, Daniel Schowalter (eds.), Corinth in Contrast: Studies in Inequality (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 160. 
65 Susan B. Downey, The Heracles Sculpture, Excavations at Dura-Europos Final Report 3.1.1 (New 
Haven, CT, 1969), 57-59, 82-83. 
66 David Frankfurter uses the analogy of a “roach motel,” a commercial cockroach trap. See David 
Frankfurter, “On the Origin of the Mesopotamian Apotropaic Bowl,” Journal of Near Eastern Studies 74, 
no. 1 (April 2015): 11. 
67 Silvia Alfayé Villa, “Nails for the Dead: A Polysemic Account of an Ancient Funerary Practice,” in 
Magical Practice in the Latin West: Papers from the International Conference held at the University of 
Zaragoza, 30 Sept. - 1 Oct. 2005, eds. R. Gordon and F. Simón (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 427-456. 
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the object from other functions or interpretations.  
This leads us to the category: “apotropaic.”68 Some have argued that scholars 
should not label an object as apotropaic “unless it is possible to also articulate how and 
why the object and its imagery could serve a protective or warding role.”69 I agree that, if 
not used carefully, “apotropaic” can become a meaningless, catch-all category. However, 
hewing rigidly to the original Greek verb ἀποτροπειν, “to turn away or avert,” obfuscates 
the fluidity and ambiguity of protective ritual practice in the ancient world. An exorcistic 
amulet can aim to expel a demon and prevent its return into a human body. An 
incantation bowl does not merely “avert” a demon, but rather, entraps one. Moreover, 
restricting the term “apotropaic” to the rituals and objects that specifically ward away evil 
spirits is too narrow. People in late antiquity attributed natural disasters and marauding 
armies to demonic activity and sought protection from these more mundane misfortunes 
too. In late antique imaginaries, there was not necessarily a strong distinction between a 
“supernatural” demonic threat and a “natural” threat like an earthquake. In this sense, the 
category “apotropaic” could also encompass the legendary letter that Jesus sent to Abgar, 
the king of Edessa.70 According to the fourth-century pilgrim Egeria, the bishop of 
Edessa related a tale to her that King Abgar averted an army of Persians by holding 
                                               
68 For a history of the scholarship on apotropaia, see Erin Darby, Interpreting Judean Pillar Figurines: 
Gender and Empire in Judean Apotropaic Ritual (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2014), 5-14. See also C.A. 
Faraone, Talismans and Trojan Horses: Guardian Statues in Ancient Greek Myth and Ritual (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1992), 5; Drew Wilburn, “Building Ritual Agency: Foundations, Floors, Doors, 
and Walls,” in Guide to the Study of Ancient Magic, ed. David Frankfurter (Leiden: Brill, 2019 ), 555 - 602. 
69 Christopher Tuttle, “The Nabataean Coroplastic Arts: A Synthetic Approach for Studying Terracotta 
Figurines, Plaques, Vessels, and Other Clay Objects” (Ph.D. diss., Brown University, 2009), 320. 
70 Andrew Mark Henry, “Apotropaic Autographs: Orality and Materiality in the Abgar-Jesus Inscriptions,” 
ARG 17 (2015): 165-185; J.G. Given, “Utility and Variance in Late Antique Witnesses to the Abgar-Jesus 
Correspondence, ARG 17 (2015): 187-222. 
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Jesus’ letter aloft at the city gates.71 This same letter also appears inscribed on 
monumental blocks that respectively were built into the gates of Philippi as well as a 
domestic building in Ephesus.72 Both of these inscriptions apparently functioned as 
apotropaic devices protecting civic or domestic space from misfortune. Because of this 
ambiguity in ritual practice, I use apotropaic to describe a continuum of protective 
practices that includes not only evil spirits but also a range of dangerous agents including 
scorpions, earthquakes, hailstorms, famine, and marauding Persian armies.  
 This project argues that acclamations inscribed on amuletic objects were thought 
to work because they preserved and sustained the power of the collective performance 
itself. On a social and psychological level, acclamations were experienced as 
empowering vocalizations. When armed with the right acclamation, a crowd could topple 
an emperor, send a gladiator to his death, or elect a new bishop. In light of the evidence 
of late antique amulets and protective inscriptions as well as textual evidence of 
efficacious acclamations, we should view the shouts of a crowd inscribed on an object as 
an effort to sediment in material form this collective power that would have been readily 
experienced in daily life. This dissertation sets forth a theory of collective empowerment 
that explains how collective ritual was thought to work in late antiquity, and an 
explanation for why that power was thought to be transferable between ritual and object. 
This project is necessarily interdisciplinary and draws on disparate fields of study 
                                               
71 Egeria 19.11-13. Anne McGowan and Paul F. Bradshaw (eds.), The Pilgrimage of Egeria: A New 
Translation of the Itinerarium Egeriae with Introduction and Commentary (Collegeville, Minnesota: 
Liturgical Press, 2018). 
72 Andrew Mark Henry, “Apotropaic Autographs: Orality and Materiality in the Abgar-Jesus Inscriptions,” 
ARG 17 (2015): 165-185. 
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addressing public Roman ritual, early Christian liturgy, and late antique “materia 
magica.”73  
 
V. Outline of Dissertation 
 The current chapter, Chapter One, lays out my theoretical program, arguing that 
crowd action and collective ritual were empowering, embodied experiences for late 
antique urban populations and that acclamations were a powerful and effective strategy 
for people to change their realities. Objects inscribed with acclamations not only recall 
the memory of actual performed acclamations but were inscribed with these precisely 
because they were experienced as empowering language in their daily lives. By recalling 
the oral genre of acclamation, these objects radiate the power of the crowd for apotropaic 
purposes. Chapter Two, “εἷς θεός!: Performing and Inscribing Megatheistic 
Acclamations,” explores one of the most common acclamations in the Greco-Roman 
world, “εἷς θεός!” The chapter demonstrates that εἷς θεός! was performed in competitive 
ritual settings as a shout of superiority over rival cults and as a shout performed following 
the miraculous intervention of a deity. This performative context made it a suitable and 
efficacious slogan to deploy for magical purposes as it functioned to invite supernatural 
intervention of the acclaimed deity. The aim of this chapter is to break down the 
boundaries between political and magical language. People indeed shouted εἷς θεός! to 
laud a specific god or emperor, but that does not mean its magical efficacy on an amulet 
                                               
73 Andrew Wilburn, Materia Magica: The Archaeology of Magic in Roman Egypt, Cyprus, and Spain (Ann 
Arbor, MI: The University of Michigan Press, 2005). 
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should be interpreted in a different light. Chapter Three, “Κύριε ἐλέησον!: Liturgical 
Acclamation and the Performative Defense of Civic Space,” illustrates how liturgical 
acclamations were deployed in non-ecclesial settings as agonistic slogans in riots, 
exorcisms, and physical conflicts. The chapter re-describes these acclamations as 
efficacious speech acts suitable for a variety of practical functions beyond proclaiming 
worship. Through analyses of ecclesiastical histories and hagiographies, this chapter 
further demonstrates how acclamations such as “Κύριε ἐλέησον!” were frequently 
associated with liminal, miraculous events and not just liturgical worship. Chapter Four, 
“Holy, Holy, Holy!: The Performative Creation and Materialization of Angels and 
Archangels,” explores the angelology behind performing acclamations, arguing that 
collective empowerment was also thought to include crowds of angelic agents in addition 
to humans. Late antique Jewish and Christian texts suggest that chanting the trisagion 
performatively created angels, drawing angels into physical proximity of the humans 
vocalizing the chant. The chant also appears on a variety of amulets, suggesting that this 
association with angels encouraged its adoption as an efficacious acclamation. Chapter 
Five, “Protect Your Entrance and Your Exit!: Amuletic Inscriptions and Materializing the 
Liturgical Sensorium in Late Antique Syria,” investigates towns in Syria where dozens of 
amuletic inscriptions bearing liturgical acclamations have been found. The chapter 
explores how these objects exerted agency on their surroundings and audiences through 
their orality, visuality, and aurality. The aim is to demonstrate that the efficacy of the 
acclamation could extend beyond human agents to objects and the built environment 
itself that humans populate. Taken as a whole, these five chapters demonstrate the 
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animated nature of collective ritual. Magical efficacy of performance could be transposed 
from the verbal to the visual and material dimensions of religious experience in Late 
Antiquity.  
 
VI. Toward a Theory of Sedimenting the Charisma of the Crowd Performance: 
“Nίκα” Case Study  
 How does an inscribed acclamation 
connect with its materiality? Why were 
certain acclamations thought to remain 
efficacious when inscribed on an object 
and not only when they were performed 
orally by an assembly? Consider a late 
antique graffito [Figure 1] inscribed 
between a pair of columns on the Tetrapylon in Aphrodisias, the huge gate of a sacred 
precinct for Aphrodite located in the urban core of the city. The graffito is a 
cryptographic monogram that conceals an acclamatory formula. The monogram has been 
deciphered to read: νικᾷ ἡ τύχη τῶν Πρασίνων! (The Fortune of the Greens triumphs!).74 
Most of the letters of this phrase are embedded in the monogram, and although it would 
have been readily visible to any passersby, it would not have been readily intelligible. 
                                               
74 Charlotte Roueché, Aphrodisias in Late Antiquity: The Late Roman and Byzantine Inscriptions Including 
Texts from the Excavations at Aphrodisias Conducted by Kenan T. Erim (London: Society for the 
Promotion of Roman Studies, 1989), 185, plate xl; For more on this acclamation, see K.M.D. Dunbabin, 
“Atheletes, acclamations, and imagery from the end of antiquity,” Journal of Roman Archaeology 30 
(2017): 164. 




The letters of the phrase are piled on top of each other, rendering it impossible to read in 
any conventional manner. Presumably, those inscribing this monogram did not prioritize 
intelligibility.  
 This acclamation, νίκα, was a ubiquitous crowd acclamation in Greco-Roman 
public life.75 Crowds apparently shouted a Latin version nica as a standard stadium cry at 
gladiatorial combats as early as the 1st century CE.76 By the fifth and sixth centuries, 
crowds shouted it at chariot races in Constantinople as attested by an inscription on a 
monument for the famed late antique charioteer Porphyrius that preserves the variation 
“Be victorious, Porphyrius!”77 Similar acclamations appear in hagiographical literature as 
a literary trope. In Jerome’s Life of Hilarion, Jerome describes a story of a Christian 
charioteer defeating a pagan rival on the racetrack. When the Christian defeated his rival, 
the crowd interpreted it as Christ defeating the pagan’s patron deity Marnas. They burst 
into a celebratory acclamation: “The shouts of the crowd swell to a roar, and the heathens 
themselves with one voice declare, ‘Marnas is conquered by Christ!’ (Marnas victus est a 
Christo!).”78 Although we should not read such hagiographical literature uncritically, 
such stories do demonstrate the sort of ritual practices that ancient audiences would have 
taken for granted.   
                                               
75 As Annewies van den Hoek and John Joseph Herrmann point out, this acclamation can either be read as 
the present indicative verb form νικᾷ or present imperative form νίκα. Its intended grammatical form can 
often be determined based on the context, but other times, it is ambiguous. Van den Hoek and Herrmann, 
Pottery, Pavements, and Paradise: Iconographic and Textual Studies on Late Antiquity (Leiden/Boston: 
Brill, 2013), 75.  
76 Based on an inscription from Pompeii. See Alan Cameron, Porphyrius the Charioteer (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1973), 79.  
77 Greek: “Σο Βίνκας Πορφύρι!” The curious form of the acclamation here suggests mingling between the 
Greek and Latin forms. See A.A. Vasiliev, “The Monument of Porphyrius in the Hippodrome at 
Constantinople,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 4 (1948): 34. 
78 Latin text, Migne, ed., Vita Sancti Hilarionis, PL vol. 23, coll. 347-420. 
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 This acclamation featured especially as a partisan chant for the circus factions the 
Blues and the Greens. The Tetrapylon graffito probably preserves a formula that was 
chanted in the public 
spaces of Aphrodisias. 
The acclamation νικᾷ 
ἡ τύχη with the 
faction name in the 
genitive form 
(Πρασίνων or Βενέτων) appears everywhere throughout the eastern Mediterranean, from 
public mosaics to a crude graffito on a pithos handle.79 In Aphrodisias alone, 
archaeologists have discovered graffiti throughout the city deploying the νίκα! 
acclamation to proclaim the superiority of the circus factions like the Blues, Greens, or 
Reds to passersby.80 These inscriptions employ conventional acclamations seen 
elsewhere in the eastern Mediterranean: “The fortune of the Greens is victorius!” “The 
fortune of the Blues is victorius!” “The fortune of the Reds is victorious!”81 Many of 
                                               
79 For a comprehensive list of all of these acclamations, see Adam Lajtar and Jolanta Mlynarczyk, “A 
Faction Acclamation Incised on a Pithos Found Near the North-West Church at Hippos (Sussita),” Études 
et Travaux 30 (2017): 297-298. They list all of the regions with circus faction νίκα! inscriptions including: 
“Constantinople, Ephesos, Didyma, Stratonikeia in Caria, Aphrodisias, Phoenicia, south Syria, Arabia, 
Palestine, Alexandria, Antinoe in Middle Egypt, Thessaly, and Crete.” 
80 Hundreds of examples of graffiti have been found in Aphrodisias cut into the stadium, bouleuterion, 
columns, and public buildings of the city. For an overview, see Chaniotis, “Graffiti in Aphrodisias: 
Images—Texts—Contexts,” in Ancient Graffiti in Context, ed. J. A. Baird and C. Taylor (New York: 
Routledge, 2011), 191-207. The graffiti are so plentiful that Chaniotis muses that much of the population 
must have been involved in the stone-cutting industry. 
81 Charlotte Roueché, Performers and Partisans at Aphrodisias in the Roman and Late Roman Periods 
(London: Society for the Promotion of Roman Studies, 1993), 227-8. See also Ildar Garipzanov, 
“Monograms, Early Christians, and Late Antique Culture,” in Graphic Signs of Authority in Late Antiquity 
and the Early Middle Ages, 300-900 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018).  
Figure 2: Yellow Jasper Gem with NIKA inscription. Credit: Serge Oboukhoff 




these inscriptions were found in the theater of Aphrodisias itself, scratched into stone 
benches. 
The acclamation also appears on countless amulets and apotropaic inscriptions, 
suggesting it was widely considered to be an efficacious formula for conventional 
apotropaic purposes. A third-century yellow jasper gemstone inscribes simply the word 
“νίκα” on the reverse and depicts Harpocrates riding a lion on the obverse [Figure 2].82 
The subject or object of this verb is ambiguous, but other contemporaneous examples 
may shed light on how this acclamation is being used. A green jasper gem dating to the 
third-century includes an expanded formula that reads: “Νικᾷ ὁ Σέραπις τὸν φθόνον!”83 
This example specifically names the target of the acclamation, φθόνον, which is often 
associated with the Evil Eye. This amulet thus is explicitly apotropaic, employing a 
common stadium cry against a ubiquitous evil in the late ancient world.  Christianized 
versions of apotropaic νίκα-acclamations appear as graffiti, amulets, and monumental 
inscriptions as well. One such example is an inscription painted on an arch inside a late 
antique house in the Syrian town Serdjilla which reads “Emmanuel, χµγ, Christ is 
victorious!”84  
 Performance and materiality are interwoven in these inscriptions. They reflect the 
performative social reality of late antiquity in which assemblies of people regularly 
                                               
82 A. Delatte and P. Derchain, Les Intailles magiques gréco-égyptiennes (Paris: Bibliothèque nationale, 
1964), no. 124. 
83  S. Michel, Magischen Gemmen im Britischen Museum, 2 vols (London: British Museum Press, 2001), 
23, no. 37. For a similar gem, see Adolf Michaelis, “Sarapis Standing on a Xanthian Marble in the British 
Museum,” Journal of Hellenic Studies 6 (1885): 317-318.  
84 William Prentice, Greek and Latin Inscriptions: Part III of the Publications of an American 
Archaeological Expedition to Syria, 1899-1900 (New York, 1908), no. 219.  
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gathered and chanted these rhythmic formulas in unison in hippodromes, theaters, and 
other public spaces for the purpose of accomplishing a variety of religious, social, and 
political goals. The acclamation “νίκα!” would have been most readily experienced as a 
chant or shout in an assembly, and the ancient audiences of an object such as the jasper, 
amuletic gem mentioned above [Figure 2] would hardly have missed the performative 
significance of its simple formula on the reverse of the object. We should consider the 
actual performance of acclamations and how they were heard and experienced in order to 
understand why people adapted and inscribed them for amulets or apotropaic inscriptions.  
 This dissertation will argue that the perceived efficacy of acclamations was 
intimately tied to charismatic crowd performance. I will argue that an object inscribed 
with an acclamation for apotropaic purposes aimed to extend the efficacy of that 
performance in material form, effectively sedimenting the charisma of the crowd. The 
anthropologist Stanley Tambiah coined the phrase “sedimentation of charisma” to explain 
the phenomenon of Buddhists attributing material efficacy to amulets bearing images of 
the Buddha or Buddhist saints. He argued that such objects embodied a holy person’s 
charisma and power present in the object.85 The amulets preserve “the memory of the 
saint” and continue to radiate “his virtues and energies” via the object.86 Such amulets act 
as social agents because people regard them as vessels of apotropaic power, extensions of 
the saints’ praesentia. Other Buddhologists have applied Tambiah’s theory to other holy 
objects such as relics or the ritual clothing of eastern Tibetan adepts, arguing that such 
                                               
85 Tambiah, Buddhist Saints of the Forest and the Cult of Amulets (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1984), 334.  
86 Tambiah, Buddhist Saints, 307.  
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objects can become physical loci for saints’ “enduring charisma, apotropaic power, and 
grace.”87 
 In late antique scholarship, the sedimentation of charisma more often relates to 
objects associated with holy men—the bricoleurs of indigenous culture with the ritual 
expertise to fight demons, utter prophecies, and address all manner of social crises, 
ranging from sicknesses to rivalries.88 Scholars have observed that holy men such as 
Symeon the Stylite or Saint Antony were thought to exhibit a quality that Max Weber 
famously called “charisma.” Weberian charisma is an extraordinary, sometimes 
miraculous quality possessed by certain prophets or holy people. A wealth of 
archaeological and textual data from late antiquity demonstrates that a holy man’s 
charisma was thought to be transferable to objects.89 Tokens imprinted with the image of 
Symeon Stylites made portable the charisma of the saint.90 Specialized reliquaries 
                                               
87 Robert Sharf, “On the Allure of Buddhist Relics,” Representations 66 (Spring 1999): 78. See also: Dan 
Martin, “Pearls from Bones: Relics, Chortens, Tertons and the Signs of Saintly Death in Tibet,” Numen 41, 
no. 3 (1994): 273-32; Magdalena Maria Turek, “The White Cotton Robe: Charisma and Clothes in Tibetan 
Buddhism Today,” Religion and Society: Advances in Research 8 (2017): 173-188. 
88 Peter Brown’s work on holy men in late antiquity remains foundational for this field of study. Peter 
Brown, Society and the Holy in Late Antiquity (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 
1982); Peter Brown, Authority and the Sacred: Aspects of Christianisation of the Roman World 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997). See also: David Brakke, “Shenoute, Weber, and the 
Monastic Prophet: Ancient and Modern Articulations of Ascetic Authority,” in Foundations of Power and 
Conflicts of Authority in Late-antique Monasticism: Proceedings of the International Seminar Turin, 
December 2-4, 2004, ed. A. Camplani and G. Filoramo (Leuven: Peeters, 2007), 47-74; Patricia Cox 
Miller, “On the Edge of Self and Other: Holy Bodies in Late Antiquity,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 
17, no. 2 (2009): 171-193; David Frankfurter, “Syncretism and the Holy Man in Late Antique Egypt,” 
Journal of Early Christian Studies 11, no. 3 (2003): 339-385.  
89 Tambiah argued that Weber’s concept of charisma focuses too much on individuals and institutions, 
failing to take into account the sedimentation of charisma on objects.  
90 For a discussion of the extant Symeon tokens, see Gary Vikan, Early Christian Pilgrimage Art 
(Washington DC: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 2010), 31. See also Vikan, “Art, 
Medicine, and Magic in Early Byzantium,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 38 (1984): 69. One late antique 
bronze stamp, presumably used on objects such as clay lamps, reads, “Receive, O Saint, the incense, and 
heal all.” See Ramsay MacMullen, Christianity and Paganism in the Fourth to Eighth Centuries (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1997), 123.  
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enabled pilgrims to collect oil poured over the relics of a saint in a flask for later use.91 
Dust from Symeon’s column mixed with water and oil became the substance hnana, 
which had many different prophylactic applications.92 Hagiographies, homilies, and 
ecclesiastical histories relate fantastic miracles occurring nearby saints’ tombs where 
their remains rested.93 Theodoret speaks of craftsmen in Rome setting up representations 
of Symeon Stylites in the entrances of their shops “to provide thereby some protection 
and safety for themselves.”94 Theodoret records another a striking, personal example in 
his Historia Religiosa where he claims a demon attempted to attack him at night but 
retreated when it saw “a choir of the martyrs” protecting him.95 At first, Theodoret was 
confused what the demon meant by “choir of the martyrs,” but he later realized that the 
demon meant a flask of oil “gathered from very many martyrs” and a cloak from the holy 
man James of Cyrrhestica kept by the bed. These objects were regarded as retaining the 
personhood of past holy men, prophets, and martyrs. Their charisma is deposited in 
certain places, substances, images, and objects which manifest the men’s potentia and 
praesentia. 
 We can see a similar process at work with the Tetrapylon monogram [Figure 1] or 
the yellow jasper gem [Figure 2] mentioned above. Although the Tetrapylon graffito does 
not preserve the memory or radiate the charisma of any particular individual, it does 
                                               
91 See, for example, the fifth or sixth century Syrian example housed in the Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, 
SMB 1/88. 
92 Vikan, “Art, Medicine, and Magic,” 68. 
93 See Hom. In. Jul. Mart. 2 (PG 50:669-70). John Chrysostom speaks of how demon-possessed people will 
draw back and flee when taken to a tomb of a martyr.  
94 Theodoret, Historia Religiosa, 26.11. 
95 Theodoret, Historia Religiosa, James of Cyrrhestica, 15-16.  
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preserve the memory of a public crowd performance and a particular collective (the 
Greens). Crowds are the agents most closely associated with νίκα-acclamations, so we 
should interpret the efficacy of such inscriptions in light of crowd action and crowd 
dynamics in antiquity. The next section, Section VII, argues that we can speak of the 
charisma of the crowd much in the same way we might speak of the charisma of a holy 
man. Late antique histories, hagiographies, and homilies depict mass performances of 
acclamations as efficacious performances bubbling with thaumaturgical power. The 
crowd frequently acts as an awesome, sometimes fearsome, character wielding a measure 
of social and supernatural power. Crowds could co-participate in miraculous healing 
events with a holy man, topple the reign of a government official, or quell an earthquake 
by their collective performance. Moreover, social psychological studies on crowd 
dynamics have demonstrated how collective performance works to generate a subjective 
sense of empowerment within groups. Both the cultural respect that the crowd held in the 
late antique imagination and the embodied experience of performing acclamations may 
offer complementary explanations for why acclamations were adopted as efficacious 
speech acts on ritually powerful objects.  
 Section VIII will then demonstrate how this charisma of the crowd performance 
remains operative even when it is inscribed. Archaeologists and art historians have drawn 
more attention to the intersection of ritual performance and inscriptions in recent years. 
Inscriptions often preserve formulas drawn from oral performance such as hymns, 
prayers, and liturgies.96 Some scholars have described these inscriptions as oral 
                                               
96 Archaeologist William Caraher calls the genre of an inscription as comprising one aspect of its “orality.” 
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“fossils”97 or “songs in stone;”98 however, oral “fossils” suggests a level of inanimacy 
and inertness that understates how ancient people would have experienced these objects. 
Archaeologists and art historians such as Amy Papalexandrou and Karen Stern have 
demonstrated that we should instead view inscriptions as vital objects that exert ongoing 
agency on their environment and audiences.99  
 Inscribed acclamations or songs do not merely declare or represent information 
such as political and religious affiliation, but rather, they could elicit “reperformance” of 
the ritual as audiences vocalized the inscription while reading it.100 Inscriptions could 
force humans to interact with them in specific ways (e.g., craning the neck to read a door 
lintel). In this sense, an inscribed prayer as a graffito constitutes a devotional practice in 
that they “are dialogical and coercive” rituals that work on behalf of the original people 
who inscribed them.101 Similarly, a curse against prospective tomb robbers, scratched on 
the wall of a tomb, constitutes a gift to the deceased person.102 The graffito offers 
                                               
He defines orality as drawing “upon the language of familiar rituals to communicate complex meanings.” 
See Caraher, “Epigraphy, Liturgy, and Imperial Policy on the Justinianic Isthmus,” Hesperia Supplements 
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Frankfurter, “Spell and Speech Act: The Magic of the Spoken Word,” in Guide to the Study of Ancient 
Magic, ed. D. Frankfurter, 608-625.  
97 Angelos Chaniotis, “Listening to Stones: Orality and Emotions in Ancient Inscriptions,” in Epigraphy 
and the Historical Sciences, ed. J. Davies and J. Wilkes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 305.  
98 Pauline LeVen, “A canon set in stone? Inscriptions, performance, and ritual in late classical hymns,” in 
The Many-Headed Muse: Tradition and Innovation in Late Classical Greek Lyric Poetry, 285.  
99 Amy Papalexandrou, “Text in context: eloquent monuments and the Byzantine beholder” in Word & 
Image 17, no. 3 (July-Sept. 2001): 259-283; Karen Stern, Writing on the Wall (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2018). 
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(Boston: DeGruyter, 2017), 265-284. 
101 Karen Stern, Writing on the Wall (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2018), 51.  
102 For the example of graffiti as gifts, see Karen Stern, “Graffiti as Gift: Mortuary and Devotional Graffiti 




“palpable and practical benefits to the dead.”103  .  
 Focusing on this “charismatic textuality”104 of inscribed objects, we can see that 
an inscribed acclamation, song, hymn, or prayer does not mean the inscription merely 
represents a performance. In the case of unreadable cryptograms like the Tetrapylon 
monogram in Aphrodisias, the inscribed acclamation continues to influence the world by 
its mere display. The person inscribing this acclamation did not necessarily prioritize the 
cryptogram’s intelligibility; however, by inscribing an aggressive acclamation as a 
cryptogram in a highly visible place, the inscription still aimed to challenge, discourage, 
or even scare the audience. Those that could decipher its meaning (“the fortune of the 
Greens is victorius!”) might feel encouraged or annoyed, depending on the passerby’s 
factional membership.   Those that fail to decipher it might experience fascination or 
frustration.  Similarly, a yellow jasper gem inscribed with “νίκα!” exerts agency on its 
user. Even a semi-literate person could decipher the four letters etched on the gem, and 
most everyone in the Empire likely was aware of the collective performance of this 
acclamation or even had shouted it themselves. Thus, a gem inscribed with νίκα! could be 
seen as the sedimentation of a crowd’s charismatic performance as it was regularly 
experienced: a thundering collective chant of victory in an amphitheater, hippodrome, or 
parade. The object enmeshes charismatic crowd performance and charismatic textuality, 
transforming the object into a tool that conveys practical, instrumental benefits to the 
user.  
                                               
103 Stern, “Graffiti as Gift,” 153. 
104 David Frankfurter, “Charismatic Textuality and the Mediation of Christianity in Late Antique Egypt,” in 
Marginality, Media, and Mutations of Religious Authority in the History of Christianity, eds. Laura Feldt 
and Jan Bremmer (Leuven: Peeters, 2019), 47-68. 
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VII. Charismatic Crowds and Late Roman Crowd Dynamics  
 The charismatic crowd performances described in late antique literature provide a 
cultural backdrop to understanding the efficacy underlying an object such as the 
acclamatory graffito on the Aphrodisian Tetrapylon. Idealized reports of crowd action in 
histories and hagiographies depict crowds as fearsome characters that subvert powerful 
figures and institutions. Roman law codes belie a certain anxiety about crowds in 
attempting to regulate acclamations and crowd gatherings. Documentary papyri from 
Oxyrhynchus depict local magistrates verbally sparring with the populace, acquiescing to 
the crowd’s demands shouted by acclamation.105 Taken as a whole, these texts sketch 
both the stereotypes and the social reality of crowd dynamics in late antiquity, as well as 
the crowd’s verbal tool of choice for social and material change: acclamation. 
Acclamations comprised a repertoir formulas for political communication for making 
decisions, declaring victory, or exerting imperial power. In short, crowds ritually 
produced power through acclamation to achieve specific goals.  
 Few examples more vividly illustrate the power of the crowd than the urban 
riot.106 Returning to the example of the acclamation νίκα, let us consider the formula’s 
most notorious claim to fame, as the namesake of the Nika Riots. The Nika Riots 
                                               
105 Thomas Kruse, “The Magistrate and the Ocean: Acclamations and Ritualised Communication in the 
Graeco-Roman World,” in Ritual and Communication in the Graeco-Roman World, ed. Eftychia 
Stavrianopoulou (Liége: Presses universitaires de Liège, 2006), 308-310. 
106 This is an observation from the crowd social psychologists John Drury and Steve Reicher. See Drury 
and Reicher, “The Intergroup Dynamics of Collective Empowerment: Substantiating the Social Identity 
Model of Crowd Behavior,” Group Processes and Intergroup Relations, 2, no. 4 (1999): 3. See also 
Ramsay MacMullen, Enemies of the Roman Order: Treason, Unrest, and Alienation in the Empire 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1966), 341 n. 12. 
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comprised several days of civil unrest that erupted in Constantinople in January of 532.107 
The hippodrome was the epicenter of the riot when the partisan circus factions, the Blues 
and the Greens, joined forces against Emperor Justinian. A few days before, Justinian had 
executed several partisans from the two factions and refused to pardon the remaining 
prisoners despite the factions who shouted in the hippodrome for hours demanding their 
release. Finally losing patience, the factions rampaged through the city, burning the 
imperial palace, the Senate house, and the Great Church.108 The chronicler Malalas was 
probably an eyewitness of the riots, and thus is an important source for these events. He 
reports that the crowds chanted acclamations on several occasions, first in the 
hippodrome while trying to secure the pardon from Justinian, and later chanting against 
imperial officials. The acclamation νίκα played a critical role in unifying the partisan 
crowds into one mind against the Emperor. 
 The Nika Riots are instructive because they demonstrate the roles that crowd 
acclamations played in late Roman society. Alan Cameron’s foundational book on the 
circus factions argued that we should not overstate their significance in imperial politics 
or theological debates, essentially arguing that they were, first and foremost, sporting 
clubs that played a part in organizing public entertainment.109 However, their ability to 
organize and lead chants in the hippodromes and theaters in particular affected public life 
                                               
107 Geoffrey Greatrex, “The Nika Riot: A Reappraisal,” The Journal of Hellenic Studies 117 (1997), 60-86. 
Accounts of the riots include Marcellinus, Chronicon 532; Procopius, De bello Persico 1.24 (Haury, 
Procopii Caesariensis, 1.123-134); John Lydus, De magistratibus reipublicae Romanae 3.70. 
108 Chronicon Paschale 531. 
109 Michael Whitby, “The Violence of the Circus Factions,” in Organised Crime in Antiquity, ed. Keith 
Hopwood (London: Duckworth / Classical Press of Wales, 1999), 231; Charlotte Roueché, “Spectacles in 
Late Antiqutiy: some observations,” Antiquité Tardive 15 (2007): 62-63. 
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in the urban centers of the late Roman Empire.110 Crowds shouted acclamations as verbal 
tools for political communication. At other times, crowds wielded them as verbal 
weapons to unify and focus their energies against a target. In the case of the Nika Riots, 
violence was not the first impulse of the Blues and the Greens. They initially attempted to 
change the Emperor’s mind through the customary, ritualized process of petitioning him 
by acclamation. John Malalas writes that the factions were chanting for the emperor to 
show mercy to their partisan members up until the twenty-second chariot race. Only 
when they decided that the emperor would not capitulate did they then change their chant 
to: “Long live the merciful Blues and Greens!” and marched off using the unifying 
stadium-chant νίκα. 
 An abundance of epigraphic and literary sources demonstrates how acclamations 
functioned as a dialogical tool enabling communication between government officials 
and populace. For example, a fourth-century papyrus documenting a public gathering in 
Oxyrhynchus illustrates the ritualized communication that would occur between officials 
and people via acclamations. The people start by chanting a litany of acclamations before 
making their demand of the magistrates: 
As the...festival gathering took place [the people exclaimed, “..., to the Romans] 
for all eternity the rule of the Romans! The lords Augusti! Long live the prefect, 
long live the Katholikos! Long live the prytanis, bravo, glory of the city, hurrah, 
Dioscorus, you foremost of citizens! Everything that is good will be increased 
under your administration, you initiator of good things! The Nile loves you, the 
blessed (Hesies), and rises! Long live he who loves his fellow citizens; long live 
he who loves moderation, initiator of good things, founder of the city! …Bravo… 
A conferment (of honor) should be passed for the prytanis for the city! Long live 
the prefect, long live the Katholikos! Beneficent prefect, beneficent Katholikos! 
We beseech you, Katholikos, concerning the prytanis: a conferment (of honor) 
                                               
110 Whitby, “The Violence of the Circus Factions,” 233. 
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should be ratified for the prytanis, the conferment should be ratified today, this is 
the first and foremost duty, the most important duty!”  
The prytanis said: “I welcome your honors and am most gratified by them. I urge 
you that these tokens [of your honor] be postponed to a legitimate meeting, at 
which you may make them with authoritative force and I can accept them with 
assurance. (P.Oxy. 1.41, lines 16-19) 
The demos cried: “You are worthy of many conferments…! The lord Augusti, all 
victorious! For the Romans, the power of the Romans forever! Long live the 
prefect, savior of the less well-off! O Katholikos, we urge you, Katholikos: the 
prytanis for the city, the lover of justice for the city, the founder of the city! We 
beseech you, Katholikos, preserve the city for the emperors! Beneficent 
Katholikos! 
Aristion, the syndikos, said, “We shall present [your requests] to the faithful 
council.” 
The demos: “We ask Katholikos, for the guardian of the city, the founder of the 
city! Faithful strategos, peace of the city! Hurrah, Dioskourides, foremost of 
citizens! Hurrah Seuthes, foremost of citizens, Isarchon, Isopolit! True, faithful 
syndikos! Long life to all who love the city! May the lords Augusti live forever!” 
(P.Oxy. 1.41, lines 1-30) 111  
 
Readers can glimpse the embodied experience of this gathering with a crowd 
heaping acclamations upon government officials. They specifically demand that the 
prytanis, the leader of the local city council, be conferred an honor. The prytanis himself 
attempts to delay the acclamations for a more suitable time, presumably an official 
government council meeting since the crowd depicted in the scene is acclaiming him 
perhaps at a festival and not in an authoritative council. The crowd’s response, though, 
suggests that the magistrates did not have full control of the situation. The crowd pushes 
back strongly, albeit respectfully, with their demands. 
The scene recorded on this papyrus helps shed light on what the Blues and the 
Greens were attempting to accomplish in the hippodrome of Constantinople on that 
fateful day in January 532. They logically assumed that they could petition Justinian and 
                                               
111 Translation from Bitner, “Acclaiming Artemis,” 137-139 who slightly modifies the translation by Kruse, 
“The Magistrate and the Ocean,” 297-315.  
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receive an answer because they were embedded in a culture in which shouting 
acclamations to their government official was a customary ritual for political 
communication and decision-making. But when the acclamations failed to sway 
Justinian, the factions resorted to an equally tried-and-true method of acclaiming: verbal 
abuse.   
 After Justinian spurned the crowds, they started chanting against him and 
eventually rampaged through the city. The urban riot commonly appears in ancient 
literature and acclamations feature prominently in these stories as ways to protest, riot, or 
publicly shame an individual. Roman officials seem to have understood this agonistic 
role of acclamations and attempted to regulate their performance. For example, an edict 
of Constantine recorded in the Codex Theodosianus permits the populace to praise or 
censure a provincial governor via public acclamation, but the acclamations would be 
relayed to the emperor, who would then decide the official’s fate: 
 [Emperor Constantine] Augustus to the Provincials…We moreover grant all 
provincials the power to praise the most just and vigilant judges by public 
acclamations, so that We may bring them ampler advancements in honor; and on 
the contrary, the unjust and wicked are to be accused with cries of complaint, so 
that the force (vigor) of our chastisement may annihilate (absumat) them; for We 
will carefully investigate whether those words are true and have not been uttered 
wantonly by clients, as the praetorian prefects and the comites who are stationed 
throughout the provinces bring Our provincials’ word to Our knowledge. 
POSTED 1 NOV. 331 AT CONSTANTINOPLE IN THE CONSULSHIP OF 
BASSUS AND ABLABIUS. (CTh 1.16.6)112 
 
                                               
112 Translation by John Dillon, The Justice of Constantine: Law, Communication, and Control (Ann Arbor, 
MI: The University of Michigan Press, 2012), 122. Text: Idem a. ad provinciales. Praesides publicas 
notiones exerceant frequentatis per examina tribunalibus, nec civiles controversias audituri secretariis sese 
abscondant, ut iurgaturus conveniendi eos nisi pretio facultatem impetrare non possit, et cum negotiis 
omnibus, quae ad se delata fuerint, exhibuerint audientiam et frequens praeconis, ut adsolet fieri, inclamatio 
nullum, qui postulare voluerit, deprehenderit, expletis omnibus actibus publicis privatisque sese recipiant. 
Iustissimos autem et vigilantissimos iudices publicis adclamationibus collaudandi damus omnibus 
potestatem, ut honoris eis auctiores proferamus processus, e contrario iniustis et maleficis querellarum 
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The text describes the effects of acclamations in very material, visceral terms that hint at 
their efficacy. The vigor of the complaints, translated here as “force,” has the ability to 
absumat—to waste away or even annihilate their target. Acclamations here function 
similarly to maledictive speech acts that directed the anger and riotous power of a crowd 
against a target. Indeed, in Latin, public condemnation and magical curses are 
linguistically related. The Twelve Tables, according to Cicero, prohibited engaging in 
something called occentare—literally, “to sing or chant towards/against someone.”113 
Though it is obscure which actions the Twelve Tables aimed to prohibit, other scholars 
have noted the similarities occentare has with verbs such as incantare and excantare, 
which suggests a link to malediction.114 Similarly, the second-century grammarian Festus 
draws a parallel between occentare and convicium facere, defining the former as “to 
abuse someone, when it was done loud and resoundingly, so that it could be heard from 
afar.”115 Justinian’s Digest dedicates an extended list of legal opinions seeking to define 
public verbal abuse and parsing the limits of its acceptable use: 
Dig. 47.10.15.4: The term [convicium] derives from a mob or gathering, that is, a 
combination of voices. For when several voices are directed at one person, that is 
                                               
vocibus accusandis, ut censurae nostrae vigor eos absumat; nam si verae voces sunt nec ad libidinem per 
clientelas effusae, diligenter investigabimus, praefectis praetorio et comitibus, qui per provincias constituti 
sunt, provincialium nostrorum voces ad nostram scientiam referentibus. Propostia k. nov. Constantinopoli 
Basso et Ablavio consul. (331 nov. 1). 
113 This is the definition provided by Fritz Graf, “Satire in a Ritual Context,” in The Cambridge Companion 
to Roman Satire, ed. Kirk Freudenberg (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 196; See also G.L. 
Hendrickson, “Verbal Injury, Magic, or Erotic Comus?” Classical Philology 20, no. 4 (1925): 289-308. 
114 Hendrickson, “Verbal Injury,” 290. This point was made as early as J. van Gigch, Mnemos 1 (1852): 69. 
115 Festus, De Verborum Significatione, 190-192L: Occentassint antiqui dicebant quod nunc convicium 
fecerint dicimus, quod id clare et cum quodam canore fit, ut procul exaudiri possit. Quod turpe habetur, 
quia non sine causa fieri putatur. Inde cantilenam dici que—Occisum a necato distinguitur. Nam occisum a 
caedendo dictum, necatum sine ictu…Occentare dicebant pro convicium facere, cum id clare et cum 
quodam canore fieret, ut procul exaudiri potuisset. Quod turpe habetur; quia non sine causa fieri putatur. 
Inde cantilenam dici, quia illam non cantus iucunditatem puto. 
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called a convicium, as it were a gathering of voices.116 
 
According to the Roman jurisprudence delineated both in Festus and Justinian’s Digest, 
“convicium” was the general Latin term for a collective’s shouted verbal abuse or 
defamation.117 Both texts belabor the point that the volume and the number of 
participants comprise the essential elements of a convicium. Although the jurists grant 
participants broad leeway in participating in a convicium, they specifically disallow 
verbal abuse “contrary to the sound customs” of the local population.118 In the same 
passage, the jurist Ulpian describes an individual’s house as a site where convicia could 
be organized, giving an example easily imagined by his contemporaries, of someone 
organizing a convicium in front of an opponent’s house while the victim is absent. An 
edict of Emperor Leo from 466 CE specifically prohibits anyone from inciting a crowd 
against a government official: “In no places or cities shall an insulting public interruption 
of any (speaker) take place amid disruptive shouting, nor shall provocative words be 
tossed out solely for the purpose of ill-will toward anyone.”119 The law specifically 
denounces “disruptive shouting” as the means by which crowds can organize against a 
government official. This edict is categorized under the section addressing sedition, 
illustrating how Roman authorities viewed crowds and their acclamations as dangerously 
                                               
116 Translation by Alan Watson, The Digest of Justinian, modified by author. 
117 Peter Birks, The Roman Law of Obligations; Jeremy Hartnett, The Roman Street: Urban Life and 
Society in Pompeii, Herculaneum, and Rome, 126 – 130. 
118 Dig.47.10.15.2: ait praetor: “qui adversus bonos mores convicium cui fecisse cuiusve opera factum esse 
dicetur, quo adversus bonos mores convicium fieret: in eum iudicium dabo.” 
119 Cod. Iust. 9.30.2. Translation by Fred Blume, Codex of Justinian: A New Annotated Translation, with 
Parallel Latin and Greek Text, 2379: In nullis locis aut civitatibus tumultuosis clamoribus cuiusquam 
interpellation contumeliosa procedat nec ad solam cuiusquam invidiam petulantia verba iactentur. 
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destabilizing to public order.120  
 The Nika Riots exemplify how crowds could destabilize public life, but they are 
hardly the only example. The urban riot is a common trope in late antique literature in 
which the crowd is often deployed as a fearsome and wrathful character, seething in and 
out of public spaces, burning and rampaging as it goes. Ammianus Marcellinus records a 
similar outburst of mass violence that occurred under the reign of Constantius Gallus in 
the mid-fourth century. During a food shortage in Antioch, a crowd turns on the 
governor, Theophilus. Ammianus Marcellinus describes the attack in grim detail, 
detailing the frothing hatred of the crowd. He describes a “filthy crowd” (vulgi 
sordidioris) compelled by hunger and rage, burning an elite official’s house before 
grabbing Theophilus, kicking him until he is inches from death, and then tearing him 
limb from limb.121 Ammianus Marcellinus adds his own commentary, that everyone 
“feared a similar fate” after witnessing such savagery. In the hagiographical Life of 
Apollonius, a starving mob in Pamphylia attacks the local governor, almost lighting him 
on fire on an altar. Only Apollonius’ timely arrival quelled the mob, miraculously 
extinguishing their rage.122 
 Some late antique authors even attribute urban crowd violence to demonic 
influence and activity.123 Malalas, one of the key witnesses to the Nika Riots, blames the 
                                               
120 On this point, see Christian Reitzenstein-Ronning, “Performing Justice: The Penal Code of Constantine 
the Great,” in Contested Monarchy: Integrating the Roman Empire in the Fourth Century AD, ed. Johannes 
Wienand (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 265-288. 
121 Ammianus 14.7.5-8. See also Richard Evans, ed., Mass and Elite in the Greek and Roman Worlds: 
From Sparta to Late Antiquity (New York: Routledge, 2017). 
122 Philostratus, Vit. Apoll. 1.15. 
123 For a discussion on the diabolization of urban space and public ritual, see Dayna Kalleres, City of 
Demons: Violence, Ritual, and Christian Power in Late Antiquity (Oakland, CA: University of California 
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riots on the prompting of the devil himself, casting the riots as demonic activity.124 
Libanius records an account of the so-called Riot of the Statues, which he claims to have 
witnessed in Antioch in 387 CE.125 Following the implementation of a new tax, the 
Antiochenes revolted, with mobs moving through the streets as they destroyed imperial 
statues. Both Libanius and Chrysostom, who also witnessed the riot, blame demons for 
the riots.126 Libanius says that an evil spirit animated the rioters and describes an elderly 
rioter who shape-shifts before the eyes of the mob, first turning into a boy before 
vanishing from sight.127 The riot was not simply an outburst of urban violence, but also a 
hotbed of demonic and miraculous occurrences.   
 These texts, ranging from Roman law codes to Christian hagiographies, sketch the 
late Roman idea of the crowd as a charismatic character. Crowds were viewed as 
powerful entities that could rampage through the city as a riot or ward away a plague by 
processing through the city streets. A crowd’s acclamations could sway an emperor’s 
opinion or call for his death. Seen through the lens of this cultural framework, we can 
interpret the adoption of acclamations such as “νίκα,” “εἷς θεός,” or “Κύριε ἐλέησον” as 
reflecting the cultural understanding that acclamations were the language of power and 
efficacy. They comprised a repertoire of verbal strategies that were wielded specifically 
                                               
Press, 2015).  
124 Malalas, 18.71: “In that year of the tenth indiction, a pretext for rioting occurred in Byzantium caused 
by some avenging demon…” Also 18.71: “Then the devil prompted evil counsels in them [the Blues and 
the Greens] and they chanted to one another, ‘Long live the merciful Blues and Greens!’” Translation by 
Elizabeth Jeffreys, Michael Jeffreys, and Roger Scott, The Chronicle of John Malalas: A Translation 
(Leiden: Brill, 2017), 275-276. 
125 Libanius, Orations 19-23.  
126 Robert Browning, “The Riot of A.D. 387 in Antioch: The Role of the Theatrical Claques in the Later 
Empire,” The Journal of Roman Studies 42, nos. 1 and 2 (1952): 13-20.  
127 Libanius, Oration 19.29-30. 
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to accomplish something for the benefit of the crowd performing the acclamation. 
 
VIII. Collective Empowerment: Social-Psychological Framework of the Magic of 
Acclamations 
 The affective, embodied experience of acclamatory performance also explains the 
prevalence of acclamations as magical formulas. The “magic” of crowd acclamation can 
be associated with what social psychologists who study crowds have identified as 
collective empowerment. Collective empowerment is the subjective sense shared by 
individuals in a crowd of their “perceived degree of control that members of one group 
have over their fate and that of other groups.”128 It can be construed as a result of crowd 
activity, a byproduct engendered by the performance itself.129 The performance of 
acclamations plays a role in producing collective empowerment. Unified chanting, 
rhythmic cadence, repetition, and loud volume promote group cohesion and a collective 
sense of empowerment that can focus the energy of a crowd for practical ends. The 
embodied experience of acclamatory performances may underpin the adoption of 
acclamations on magical objects. People experienced acclamations as efficacious speech 
acts while actually performing them, and this efficacy presumably was transposable to 
objects. 
                                               
128 John Drury and Steve Reicher, “The Intergroup Dynamics of Collective Empowerment: Substantiating 
the Social Identity Model of Crowd Behavior,” Group Processes and Intergroup Relations 2, no. 4 (1999): 
381-402. This definition follows the definition of I. Sachdev and R.Y. Bourhis, “Power and Status 
Differentials in Minority and Majority Group Relations,” European Journal of Social Psychology 21 
(1991): 1-24. 
129 Drury and Reicher characterize collective empowerment as “a condition of crowd activity.” See Drury 
and Reicher, “Intergroup Dynamics,” 384. 
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 Collective empowerment may seem like a banal observation. It does not require 
much imagination to link collective shouting with a subjective feeling of empowerment. 
But the mechanisms for how that empowerment comes about have been poorly 
understood. Both ancient reports of crowds and early twentieth-century social 
psychologists describe crowd members losing their rationality, agency, or sense of self 
when they join a mass gathering. John Malalas describes the Nika rioters as being 
compelled by the devil himself. The crowd psychologist Gustave Le Bon conceptualized 
collective ritual as a de-individuating “contagion” that sweeps through a collective and 
subsumes people’s individuality.130 Seen through this lens, the power of the crowd is an 
animalistic, irrational bloodlust. 
 However, modern crowd psychologists have demonstrated that collective 
empowerment results from people undergoing a “relational shift”131 with fellow crowd 
members in a mass gathering. “Relational shift” refers to the individual’s subjective sense 
of viewing oneself as becoming part of a group and sharing a social identity with fellow 
members of the group. As a result of this relational shift, the behavior of the individual in 
a crowd changes to reflect what each believes the collective expects of them. In other 
words, “the priorities people set, the goals they pursue and the behaviors they enact are 
based upon what group members believe it means to be a hajji, a [sports] fan, a festival 
                                               
130 Gustave Le Bon, a contemporary of Durkheim, was a leading theorist arguing that mass assemblies and 
collective ritual are “deindividuating” social experiences. Le Bon posited a social psychological theory of 
“contagion” that gripped members of a crowd. Opinions, ideas, and “modes of feelings” pass among 
individuals as their own individual identity is submerged in the crowd. See Gustave Le Bon, The Crowd: A 
Study of the Popular Mind (London: Ernest Benn, 1947 [1895]), 125.  
131 Steve Reicher, “The Psychology of Crowd Dynamics,” in The Blackwell Handbook of Social 
Psychology: Group Processes, ed. Michael Hogg and Scott Tindale (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 
2001), 182-208.  
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goer, etc.”132 Collective empowerment is thus the result of a relational shift that has a 
unifying effect, bonding the group together and constructing a new sense of self in 
relation with co-participants in a mass assembly.  
 Émile Durkheim’s classic theory of collective effervescence undergirds much of 
this modern research on mass gatherings.133 Durkheim argued in The Elementary Forms 
of Religious Life that collective ritual generates an epiphenomenon that he calls collective 
effervescence—a heightened emotional state during which “vital energies are 
overstimulated, passions become more animated, [and] sensations are strong.”134 He 
likened effervescence to “a sort of electricity”135 generated by a group’s performative 
rituals and amplified by gestures, shouts, howls, and “deafening noises of all sorts from 
all sides.”136 Sociologists have characterized collective effervescence in different ways as 
a “heightened emotional state,” “intense sociality,”137 or have followed Durkheim’s own 
metaphor of “electricity.”  
Rhythmic chanting played an important role in Durkheim’s understanding of 
collective effervescence. He inferred his theory of effervescence from accounts of crowd 
dynamics during the French Revolution, his own contemporary experience of social 
                                               
132 Nick Hopkins and Stephen Reicher, “Social Identity and Health at Mass Gatherings,” European Journal 
of Social Psychology 47, no. 7 (2017): 867-877.  
133 Eduardo Cintra Torres, “Durkheim’s Concealed Sociology of the Crowd,” Durkheimian Studies, New 
Series, 20 (2014): 89-114. Torres argues that Durkheim’s theory of collective effervescence is, in essence, a 
crowd psychology theory. 
134 Durkheim, Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Karen Fields (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2001 [Paris: Alcan, 1912]), 317. 
135 Durkheim, Elementary Forms, 217. 
136 Durkheim, Elementary Forms, 163. 
137Adam Yuet Chau, “Actants Amassing: Beyond Collective Effervescence and the Social,” in Durkheim in 
Dialogue: A Centenary Celebration of the Elementary Forms of Religious Life, ed. Sondra L. Hausner 
(Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2013), 207.  
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crises in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century France, and ethnographic fieldwork 
that others conducted among indigenous Australian tribes.138 He frequently describes the 
embodied experience of participating in a crowd as an avenue for catalyzing social 
change. In The Elementary Forms, he points to the French National Assembly’s abolition 
of feudalism on the night of August 4, 1789, as a representative example that 
demonstrates the power of effervescence. In an assembly, people “become capable of 
feelings and conduct”139 that would be impossible to accomplish as an individual. The 
National Assembly demonstrated this when they were “suddenly carried away in an act 
of sacrifice”140 for France, engaging in conduct that each individual member would have 
refused even one night before. The collective subsumed individual members, and out of 
the collective experience, they generated something new. 
 Ongoing social crises in French society also formed the backdrop of Durkheim’s 
developing theory of collective effervescence, especially his witnessing of anti-Semitic 
backlashes before and during the Dreyfus Affair.141 While teaching in Bordeaux in 
February of 1898, Durkheim witnessed crowds spilling into the streets of Bordeaux 
                                               
138 Durkheim’s earliest work theorizing that collectives possess a generative and creative capacity for 
change stretches back to an essay on the French Revolution from 1890. Although he does not use the word 
effervescence to describe this effect, he does say that collective energies for change can be “found in all 
creative eras, in all times of a new and audacious faith.” See Durkheim, “Les principes de 1789 et la 
sociologie,” Revue internationale de l’enseignement 19 (1890), reprinted in Durkheim, La science sociale 
et l’action, ed. A. Cuvillier (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1970), 224. See W. Watts Miller, “A 
Note on Durkheim’s Creation of Les Formes Elementaires,” Durkheimian Studies, New Series, 12 (2006): 
6; W. Watts Miller, A Durkheimian Quest: Solidarity and the Sacred (New York: Bergahn Books, 2012), 
75-76. 
139 Durkheim, Elementary Forms, 212. 
140 Durkheim, Elementary Forms, 212. 
141 In December 1894, a Jewish officer in the French army, Alfred Dreyfus, was accused of treason and 
exiled to French Guyana. Years later, it came to light that Dreyfus was in fact innocent. The Dreyfus Affair 
came to a head in 1898 when the French novelist Émile Zola published an open letter titled “J’Accuse!,” in 
which he accused the French government of unjustly jailing Dreyfus and suppressing evidence that would 
have exonerated him. 
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shouting, “Death to the Jews,” “Death to Zola,” and “Death to Dreyfus!”142 Deeply 
affected, Durkheim became involved as an anti-nationalist activist.143 In these early years 
of developing his sociological theories amidst the ongoing Dreyfus Affair, Durkheim 
seems to have viewed effervescence as a negative effect. In a lecture in 1896, he 
describes it as “a state of unruliness, effervescence, and manic agitation.”144 But by the 
time of the publication of The Elementary Forms, he describes effervescence in more 
positive terms as a generative byproduct of assemblies.  
 Although Durkheim incorporated French history and contemporary politics in his 
work, Australian ethnographies form the bulk of the data on collective effervescence in 
The Elementary Forms. Durkheim drew primarily from the work of anthropologists 
Francis James Gillen and Walter Baldwin Spencer, who conducted fieldwork among 
indigenous tribes in Australia in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
publishing their data in The Native Tribes of Central Australia (1899) and The Northern 
Tribes of Central Australia (1904).145 Spencer and Gillen describe people being whipped 
into excited frenzies during collective rituals, which Durkheim echoes in The Elementary 
                                               
142 Marcel Fournier, Émile Durkheim: A Biography, trans. David Macey (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2013), 
285. See also Karen Fields, “The Notion of Soul and Science Positive,” in Durkheim in Dialogue: A 
Centenary Celebration of the Elementary Forms of Religious Life, ed. Sondra L. Hausner (Oxford: 
Berghahn Books, 2013), 22. 
143 Among his activities as an activist, he co-founded The League for the Defense of the Rights of Man and 
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Problematic Achievement of Les Formes,” in Durkheim in Dialogue: A Centenary Celebration of the 
Elementary Forms of Religious Life, ed. Sondra L. Hausner (Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2013), 235. 
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Forms as “effervescence.”146 For example, in their summary of a certain Warramungan 
fire ritual, Spencer and Gillen describe the ritual’s incitement of an “excitement” growing 
“gradually more and more intense.”147 When summarizing the same ritual, Durkheim 
nearly mirrors Spencer and Gillen’s language but changes “excitement” to a “general 
effervescence.”148 Likewise, Spencer and Gillen describe individuals breaking “ordinary 
rules that strictly govern everyday life”149 during collective rituals, a phenomenon which 
Durkheim argues is an occurrence both in indigenous Australian collective ritual as well 
as the French National Assembly’s fateful decision to abolish feudalism.  
 Sociologists continue to find collective effervescence a useful concept for 
studying events as diverse as the 2011 Wisconsin teacher protests150 and music and dance 
among soldiers in the Sierra Leone civil war.151 Modern anthropological studies have 
worked to empirically demonstrate a cognitive basis in humans for collective ritual’s 
effect on bonding a group together. We can also link collective empowerment and 
collective efferevesence. Studies on a wide range of mass assemblies —soccer matches, 
student demonstrations, or Occupy Wall Street protests—have demonstrated that 
synchronized, ritualized behavior plays a key role in producing collective empowerment. 
Synchrony refers to “rhythmic bodily unison activities,”152 which encompasses a wide 
                                               
146 See Howard Morphy, “Spencer and Gillen in Durkheim: The Theoretical Construction of Ethnography,” 
in On Durkheim’s Elementary Forms of Religious Life, ed. N.J. Allen, W.S.F. Pickering, and W. Watts 
Miller (New York: Routledge, 1998), 22-23. 
147 Spencer and Gillen, The Northern Tribes of Central Australia (London: MacMillan, 1904), 390. 
148 Durkheim, Elementary Forms, 219-220. 
149 Spencer and Gillen, The Northern Tribes, 378.  
150 Matthew Kearney, The Social Order of Collective Action: The Wisconsin Uprising of 2011 (Lanham, 
MD: Lexington Books, 2019).  
151 Krijn Peters, War and the Crisis of Youth in Sierra Leone (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2011), 173. 
152 Connor Wood, “The Rhythm that Unites: An Empirical Investigation into Synchrony, Ritual, and 
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range of ritualized behavior from marching, dancing, drumming, or, notably for this 
dissertation, chanting. Synchrony has myriad social and physiological effects on the 
members of a group, boosting their motivation to cooperate,153 promoting prosocial 
behavior,154 increasing individuals’ tolerance of pain,155 and enhancing their ability to 
coordinate movement. 
 
IX. Collective Empowerment in Antiquity 
 Ancient reports of mass assemblies demonstrate that the production of collective 
empowerment occurred from relational shifts within the crowd as well. Immediately 
before the Nika Riots, the Blues and the Greens underwent a relational shift with each 
other in the hippodrome against Justinian, shifting from partisan rivals to brothers-in-
arms. Ancient historians who studied crowd psychology have demonstrated that this was 
an Empire-wide experience. Garrett Fagan, author of the most comprehensive study on 
the Roman crowd, has demonstrated that mass assemblies in the Roman Empire were 
highly socially stratified experiences.156 In theaters and hippodromes, individuals sat 
together in specialized seating as guilds or sub-communities. He argues that “the 
presence and mutual visibility of subgroups in a crowd strengthens the social identities of 
                                               
Hierarchy” (Ph.D. diss., Boston University, 2016), v.  
153 Scott S. Wiltermuth and Chip Heath, “Synchrony and Cooperation,” Psychological Science 20, no. 1 
(2009): 1-5; Wood, “The Rhythm that Unites.” 
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155 Philip Sullivan and Kate Rickers, “The Effect of Behavioral Synchrony in Groups of Teammates and 
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156 Garrett Fagan, The Lure of the Arena: Social Psychology and the Crowd at the Roman Games 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011). 
 
 51 
both the crowd and the subgroups within it” and thereby “increases sensations of 
solidarity that stem from those identities and amplifies the expression of identities that 
lends crowd members feelings of empowerment.”157 
 Close readings of ancient texts demonstrate that ancient people experienced the 
affective phenomenon of collective empowerment. Some ancient authors describe this 
phenomenon as the result of miraculous intervention. In particular, ancient authors 
repeatedly highlight that acclamations were miraculously shouted in unison. Crowds are 
variously described as shouting “of one accord” (ὁµοθυµαδόν), “with one voice” (µíα 
φωνῇ), or “with one spirit” (µíα ψυχή).158 For example, the mob packed into the Ephesian 
stadium in Acts 19:28 shouts Μεγάλη ἡ Ἄρτεµις Ἐφεσίων! with one voice (φωνὴ ἐγένετο 
µία ἐκ πάντων). Thecla’s audience in the arena scene described in the Acts of Paul and 
Thecla shouts “as if from one mouth” (ὡς ἐξ ἑνὸς στόµατος).159 According to Theodoret, 
the people of Antioch shouted an acclamation of praise and triumph “with one voice” 
upon hearing of Julian’s death: “God and his Christ conquered!”160 In many of these 
accounts, the unity of the crowd is not merely a rote description of the performance, but 
rather, is highlighted specifically to signal some sort of intervention of divine or demonic 
power.161 
 Other late antique writers hint at the affective experience of collective 
                                               
157 Garrett Fagan, The Lure of the Arena: Social Psychology and the Crowd at the Roman Games 
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empowerment by suggesting that unified performance augments the efficacy of a crowd’s 
performance of a prayer. The performance of liturgical hymns and prayers was often 
indistinguishable from the performance of other types of acclamations. Refrains from late 
antique hymns, for example, were probably shouted by assemblies both inside basilicas 
and during processions.162 Their length did not preclude their function as acclamations 
either. While it is true that most acclamations are short and syntactically simple phrases 
composed of only a few words, both epigraphic and literary evidence suggests that late 
antique crowds could perform lengthy and complicated formulas in an acclamatory 
manner.  
Ecclesiastical authorities describe such acclamatory late antique hymns, psalms, 
and prayers in terms that imply the affective experience of collective empowerment. In 
his third homily on prayer, delivered sometime in late 386 or early 387 CE, John 
Chrysostom stresses how a unified assembly of people can augment the efficacy of a 
prayer. The prayer of a lone individual is markedly less powerful. It is worth citing the 
passage in its entirety:  
If the prayer of a single person is so powerful, much more so is the prayer which 
is offered along with many other people. The sinewy strength of such a prayer 
and the confidence that God will hear it is far greater than you can have for the 
prayer you offer privately at home. What makes this clear? Listen to Paul himself 
when he says: “He rescued us from the danger of death and continues to rescue 
us. We have hoped that he will never cease to deliver us if you all join in helping 
us by prayer in our behalf, so that God may be thanked for the gift granted us 
through the prayers of many people.” It was by this means, too, that Peter 
escaped from prison. “The Church prayed fervently to God on his behalf.” 
 
                                               
162 For examples, see this extended study on the acclamatory hymns of Romanos the Melodist: Ophir 
Münz-Manor and Thomas Arentzen, “Soundscapes of Salvation: Resounding Refrains in Jewish and 
Christian Liturgical Poems,” Studies in Late Antiquity 3, no. 1 (2019): 36-55. 
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If the prayer of the Church helped Peter and led forth from the prison that pillar, 
how is it, tell me, that you think slightly of its power? What defense will you 
have for this action of yours? Listen to God himself when he says that he respects 
the throng of people which invokes him with affection. When he was defending 
his action in the case of the gourd plant against Jonah’s complaint, he said: “You 
had pity on the gourd for which you suffered no distress nor did you rear it; shall 
I not spare Nineveh, the great city, in which dwell more than a hundred and 
twenty thousand persons?” He does so in order that you may learn that any 
prayer which is offered with a unison of many voices has great power. (De inc. 
nat. dei  III.36-37).163 
 
John Chrysostom here argues that “the unison of many voices has great power,” which 
mirrors stereotypical descriptions of acclamatory performance in late antique literature. 
Presumably Chrysostom is imagining a collective acclamatory prayer and points to 
episodes from Scripture to corroborate his claim that such collective performances can 
augment the prayer’s efficacy.164 Peter escaped from prison because his co-religionists 
prayed on his behalf collectively. Likewise, God spared the city of Nineveh because 
120,000 people prayed for leniency. Chrysostom underscores the importance of the 
number and unity in prayer. A unified multitude augments the ritual, lending “sinewy 
strength” (τὰ νεῦρα)165 to the prayer and bolstering its ability to be heard. He also 
                                               
163 Trans. Paul Harkins, The Fathers of the Church: A New Translation, St. John Chrysostom on the 
Incomprehensible Nature of God (Washington DC: The Catholic University Press, 1984), 111-112. Greek 
text: Εἰ δὲ εὐχὴ µόνου τοσαύτην ἔχει δύναµιν, πολλῷ µᾶλλον ἡ µετὰ πλήθους· µείζονα γὰρ ταύτης τὰ 
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τὸν στῦλον ἐκεῖνον ἐξέβαλε τοῦ δεσµωτηρίου, πῶς σὺ καταφρονεῖς τῆς δυνάµεως αὐτῆς, εἰπέ µοι, καὶ 
ποίαν ἕξεις ἀπολογίαν; Ἄκουσον καὶ αὐτοῦ τοῦ Θεοῦ λέγοντος ὅτι δυσωπεῖται τὸ πλῆθος µετ’ εὐνοίας 
αὐτὸν παρακαλοῦν. Πρὸς γὰρ τὸν Ἰωνᾶν ἀπολογούµενος, διὰ τοῦ φυτοῦ τῆς κολοκύνθης, φησί· Σὺ µὲν 
ἐφείσω ὑπὲρ τῆς κολοκύνθης, ὑπὲρ ἧς οὐκ ἐκακοπάθησας, οὐδὲ ἐξέθρεψας αὐτήν· ἐγὼ δὲ οὐ φείσοµαι 
ὑπὲρ Νινευὶ τῆς πόλεως τῆς µεγάλης, ἐν ᾗ κατοικοῦσι πλείους ἢ δώδεκα µυριάδες ἀνδρῶν; Οὐχ ἁπλῶς τὸ 
πλῆθος προβάλλεται, ἀλλ’ ἵνα µάθῃς ὅτι ἡ µετὰ συµφωνίας πλῆθος προβάλλεται, ἀλλ’ ἵνα µάθῃς ὅτι ἡ µετὰ 
συµφωνίας εὐχὴ µεγάλην ἔχει τὴν δύναµιν.  
164 ἡ µετὰ συµφωνίας εὐχὴ µεγάλην ἔχει τὴν δύναµιν. PG 48.701-748. 
165 PG 48.701-748. 
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suggests that the publicity of a prayer matters, explaining that a prayer offered “privately 
at home” has far less power than a prayer pronounced in public by an assembly. 
 These idealized portrayals of collective performance supercharging the efficacy of 
acclamatory psalms and prayers make sense through the social-psychological lens of 
collective empowerment. The ancient historian Brent Shaw, in his study on religious 
violence in North Africa, demonstrates how chanting and bodily techniques like gestures 
and dancing have “utility in sustaining crowd actions, sometimes violent ones.”166 Noel 
Lenski has drawn comparisons between violent mobs in late antiquity with modern 
hooliganism at sporting events.167 Although ancient authors such as Malalas and 
Ammianus Marcellinus variously describe mass gatherings as demonic or filthy mobs 
devoid of reason, these reports reflect the “snobbish attitudes of the Roman elite.”168 A 
social psychological approach reveals the mechanisms for how crowd dynamics and 
collective ritual work to promote a sense of empowerment, which may underlie the 
widespread adoption of acclamations as efficacious speech acts whether shouted in the 
streets of Constantinople to quell an earthquake or to inscribe on one’s personal amulet to 
safeguard against illness or envy.   
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X. The Magic of the Collective Acclamation: Conceptualizing the Operational 
Efficacy of Crowd Acclamation 
 The previous section demonstrated that performing acclamations engenders 
collective empowerment in a crowd. People experience a subjective sense of 
empowerment in crowds, and the acclamation is a verbal tool that bolsters crowd action 
and enables a crowd to wield that energy. Notably, in the Nika Riots, the acclamation 
νίκα served to unify and bolster the crowd’s actions. Moreover, the acclamation was 
leveled against the Emperor in an effort to achieve the crowd’s goals to pardon their 
partisans. Crowds in antiquity shouted acclamations to communicate with government 
officials to change policies, to elect new bishops, and to attack rival factions. Literary 
evidence further illustrates that in the late antique imagination crowds could accomplish 
supernatural feats like ending a drought, earthquake, or plague by performing 
acclamations. The following section will demonstrate how we should conceptualize this 
instrumentality of acclamations. It argues that we can constructively categorize the 
charisma and efficacy of a crowd acclamation as “magical.”  
 The “magic” of the acclamation can be described as an aspect of “doing 
something with words,” to borrow the title of philosopher J.L. Austin’s influential book 
on the power of language. Austin is very important in the history of scholarship 
theorizing the efficacy of ritual language in ancient Mediterranean magical practice. He 
developed a theory surrounding a specific type of speech act that he dubs “performative 
utterances” or “performatives” for short—a speech act that through its very vocalization 
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“is, or is part of, the doing of an action.”169 He offers several examples. When the 
officiant utters “I now pronounce you…” in a wedding ceremony, that person does not 
merely report something to be true, but rather, they do something and change something. 
The utterances change the ontological status of the couple from unwed to wed.170 
Similarly, when a judge pronounces a defendant “guilty” or a shipbuilder christens a ship 
with a new name, the performative utterances change the status of an individual or an 
object.171  
 Austin further sub-categorizes performative utterances into illocutionary and 
perlocutionary speech acts. An illocutionary utterance is the “performance of an act in 
saying something as opposed to the performance of an act of saying something.”172 A 
perlocutionary utterance refers to the speech act’s ability to affect “the feelings, thoughts, 
or actions of the audience, or of the speaker, or of other persons.”173 In other words, a 
performative utterance with perlocutionary force is an utterance with the ability to cause 
change or “brings about a result” by means of the vocalization.174 Illocutionary and 
perlocutionary speech acts are not mutually exclusive. An illocutionary utterance can 
have perlocutionary force.  
 The anthropologist Stanley Tambiah applied Austin’s Speech Act Theory to the 
                                               
169 J.L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words: The William James Lectures Delivered at Harvard 
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study of magic by labeling magical spells or incantation as “performative utterances.”175 
He sought to improve upon Bronislaw Malinowski’s theory of magical speech that 
“[speech] does not function as an expression of thought or communication of ideas but as 
a part of concerted activity. Speech is primarily used for the achievement of a practical 
result.”176 Tambiah used Austin’s categories of “illocutions” and “perlocutions” to 
describe magical speech’s function for achieving a practical result, arguing that “magical 
rites are of the ‘illocutionary’ or ‘performative’ sort,”177 rituals that combine action and 
speech to bring about specific tangible changes in the world (e.g., healing, cursing, 
achieving pregnancy or crop growth). Tambiah aimed, in part, to nuance the study of 
ritual in non-literate and semi-literate societies, reconceptualizing magical ritual not as 
the work of pre-scientific “primitives” or charlatans, but rather, a different mode of acting 
with its own rationality. He argued that scholars miss the “positive and creative meaning” 
of magic as well as magic’s “persuasive validity” if these rituals are narrowly compared 
to scientific activity in the modern sense.178  
 The religious studies scholar Benjamin Ray further refined Tambiah’s application 
of Speech Act Theory in an ethnographic study of Dinka and Dogon rituals in Sudan and 
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Mali, respectively.179 According to Ray, the Dinka perform animal sacrifice by uttering 
words to weaken the animal before it is slaughtered. Ray argues that this “operational 
efficacy” of performative utterances “lies in the words alone.”180 Ray further argues that 
Tambiah misunderstands Austin by suggesting that the efficacy of the words requires 
accompanying rituals (e.g., gestures, dancing) to bring about a desired result. In this 
sense, Tambiah differentiates between the “saying” and the “doing” of illocutions and 
perlocutions when, in fact, “saying” and “doing” are actually “one and the same.”181 
The ancient examples cited in the preceding sections demonstrate that ancient 
people used acclamations in a way consistent with Austin’s category of speech acts. To 
use Ray’s terminology, εἷς θεός, the trisagion, Κύριε ἐλέησον, νίκα, and other 
acclamations from the Greco-Roman world are instrumental speech acts that had 
operational efficacy, exerting “causal force”182 to bring about practical ends.183 All of 
these acclamations say different things, but they all aim to do something and change 
something about the world that extends beyond the semantic meaning of the words 
whether spoken aloud or inscribed on an amulet.184 For example, the acclamation νίκα can 
be both an illocution and a perlocution. Shouting “νίκα” at a chariot race aims to 
accomplish precisely what is verbally uttered: “win!” or “be victorious!” Similarly, but 
less directly, the Blues and the Greens shouting “νίκα” against Justinian aimed to depose 
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182 “Causal force” is how Ray describes the instrumentality of performative utterances. See Ray, 
“Performative Utterances,” 19.  
183 Ray, “Performative Utterances,” 29. 
184 For more on magical speech see David Frankfurter, “Spell and Speech Act: The Magic of the Spoken 
Word,” in Guide to the Study of Ancient Magic, ed. D. Frankfurter, 608-625 
 
 59 
him. The perlocutionary effects of this acclamation are myriad. The perlocutionary 
effects that acclamatory performances were thought to trigger could include the mundane 
result of changing an emperor’s unpopular policy toward debtors, as described above in 
Constantine’s edict.185 But late antique crowds presumably also shouted acclamations to 
cure plagues, avert earthquakes, or ward away demons. Thinking of acclamations in 
Austin’s sense of performative speech acts helps us focus on this instrumentality of 
acclamations. Acclamations were not merely tools to communicate information, express 
political or religious affiliations, or praise a god or emperor. They were functional, verbal 
tools deployed by crowds in antiquity in order to grapple with the social crises they faced. 
 
XI. Performance in Writing: Sedimenting the Magic of the Acclamation  
 But how does the crowd’s performance of an acclamation appertain to its 
materialization when inscribed on a gem, amulet, or door lintel? If “νίκα” is an illocution 
with the perlocutionary capacity to change the performers’ reality, how do we make sense 
of it inscribed as a cryptic monogram or on an amuletic gem? To answer these questions, 
it is critical to understand the performativity of writing. An inscribed oral formula can 
amount to a performance in its own right because inscribing an acclamation does not 
merely record a performance but enables an oral performance to continue to exert the 
agency of that performance in a more durable form.186 A shouted acclamation is fleeting. 
                                               
185 CTh. 11.7.4: [Emperor Constantine] Augustus to the Africans. Since you have rightly demanded by your 
shouts that those who put off their payments to the fiscus should receive no leniency in paying their arrears, 
we specifically order that the property of those who in contempt of the law defer satisfaction of their debts 
be sold and that the buyers receive firm and permanent right of possession.  
186 Daniel James Waller makes a similar observation. He notes in an article on the orality of Aramaic 
incantation bowls that “performativity is simply a feature of language-in-use—whether spoken or written.” 
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Shouting νίκα with your compatriots against a rival in a stadium reinforces a crowd’s 
energy for a short while, but eventually, the crowds disperse and the echoes cease. But 
inscribing an acclamation on a gem, amulet, or door lintel makes the speech act 
permanent and even portable. The “instrumentality” of acclamations is the characteristic 
that ties together their performance and their materializations. Section VII argued that 
acclamations were instrumental speech acts that did something in Roman society. 
Acclamations did not merely communicate but also functioned as a verbal means to bring 
about social and supernatural change by their performance. This instrumentality of 
acclamations also underlies their materializations on amulets or door lintels. A gem 
inscribed with νίκα aimed to bring some modicum of help to its user. A liturgical 
acclamation inscribed on one’s door lintel aimed to protect domestic space from the Evil 
Eye or demonic invasion. 
 Austin’s concepts of illocutionary and perlocutionary effects are salient in these 
objects. Inscribed acclamations are “performances in writing” insofar as that they 
produce effects beyond what is communicated by the semantic meaning of the word. For 
example, the Tetrapylon νίκα-monogram continues to exert the agency and efficacy of a 
crowd of Greens, extending the performance and exerting its agency on the built 
environment and audience of Aphrodisias.187 A νίκα-acclamation shouted in the 
Aphrodisian hippodrome acts brings about a result by its vocalization. Similarly, 
inscribing that performance in writing is a “writing action” that functions as both a 
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declarative statement and an action.188 The inscribed acclamation aims to challenge, 
frighten, or annoy any member of the Blues who can decipher it or to encourage any 
Greens who can read it. The inscribed acclamation does not necessarily aim for its 
audience to re-perform the utterance, but it does aim to perpetuate the illocutionary and 
perlocutionary effects of that utterance (i.e. victory for the Greens). 
 Epigraphists have in recent years drawn more attention to the materiality and 
performativity of inscriptions.189 These studies have stressed that inscriptions are not just 
words that record or convey information, but are, first and foremost, artifacts embedded 
in specific material and social contexts. As the art historian Ann Marie Yasin argues, the 
physical qualities of an inscription determine their meaning just as much as their 
contents.190 These physical qualities can include the inscription’s placement, visibility, or 
materials (e.g., stone, lead, wax). These material and sensory dimensions reveal the 
myriad ways that inscriptions affect their space, audiences, and built environments as 
social agents. An inscribed hymn, liturgical formula, or epigram could function as a 
                                               
188 Anthropologist Béatrice Fraenkel draws a parallel between Austin’s “speech act” and what she calls 
“writing action” (action d’écriture) and “acts of writing” (actes d’écriture). She argues that graffiti, for 
example, is an example of writing action that produces effects by being displayed in a certain way and 
place. See Fraenkel, “Actes écrits, actes oraux: la performativité à l’épreuve de l’écriture,” Études de 
communication 29 no. 1 (2006): 69–93; “Actes d’écriture: quand écrire c’est faire,” Langage et société 
121–2 (2007): 101–112. 
189 J.A. Baird and Claire Taylor, eds. Ancient Graffiti in Context (New York: Routledge, 2011); Chloé 
Ragazzoli, Ömür Harmansah, and Chiara Salvador, eds. Scribbling through History: Graffiti, Places, and 
People from Antiquity to Modernity (London: Bloomsbury, 2018); Leah Di Segni, “Expressions of Prayer 
in Late Antique Inscriptions in the Provinces of Palaestina and Arabia,” in Prayer and Worship in Eastern 
Christianities, 5th to 11th Centuries, ed. Brouria Bitton-Ashkelony and Derek Krueger (New York: 
Routledge, 2017), 63-88; Mika Ahuvia and Alexander Kocar, eds., Placing Ancient Texts: The Ritual and 
Rhetorical Use of Space (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2018); Berti et al., Writing Matters; Stern, “Graffiti as 
Gift,” 137-157; Stern, Writing on the Wall. 
190 Antony Eastmond, “Introduction,” in Viewing Inscriptions in the Late Antique and Medieval World, ed. 
A. Eastmond (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 2. 
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“script” that the audience could “re-perform” by reading it aloud.191 Inscriptions could 
also force specific bodily interactions from human audiences, as with the Arabic 
inscription encircling the interior of the Dome of the Rock, which forces observers to 
crane their necks and circumambulate the space to read the full text.192 Even hidden or 
unintelligible inscriptions have a performative dimension. A defixio that has been rolled 
up and thrown into a well is hidden from view but is nonetheless believed to retain the 
ability to curse its target. 
 The written performances in these examples exert social agency. They operate in 
their social environments by memorializing, defending, protesting, and exhorting. This 
understanding of agential objects follows recent theoretical studies notably put forth by 
the social anthropologist Alfred Gell in his Art and Agency.193 Gell speaks of objects 
bearing “a congealed residue of performance and agency in object-form.”194 By this he 
means that humans impart a sort of personhood to objects by creating the object in the 
first place. He names these objects “secondary agents” distinct from the human “primary 
agents.” Human agency is therefore “distributed” in objects: “fragments of ‘primary’ 
intentional agents in their ‘secondary’ artefactual forms.”195 Gell aimed to encourage 
                                               
191 Pauline LeVen makes a similar observation for Asclepian cult rituals. See Pauline LeVen, “A canon set 
in stone?” in The Many-Headed Muse: Tradition and Innovation in Late Classical Greek Lyric Poetry, 
edited by Pauline A. Leven (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 291. 
192 For more on the example of the Dome of the Rock inscription, see Alicia Walker, “Pseudo-Arabic 
‘Inscriptions’ and the Pilgrim’s Path at Hosios Loukas,” in Viewing Inscriptions in the Late Antique and 
Medieval World, ed. A. Eastmond (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 99-123. On 
inscriptions eliciting bodily responses from audiences, see Amy Papalexandrou, “Echoes of Orality in the 
Monumental Inscriptions of Byzantium,” in Art and Text in Byzantine Culture, ed. L. James (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007), 161-187. 
193 Alfred Gell, Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998). 
194 Gell, Art and Agency, 68. 
195 Gell, Art and Agency, 21. 
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scholars to pay more attention to the social world in which objects are embedded, 
focusing not so much on aesthetics, but rather, on “the practical mediatory role of art 
objects in the social process.”196 Objects, in a very real and tangible sense, participate as 
social agents and exert agency on their surroundings.197 
 In light of Gell, Durkheim’s theory of collective effervescence remains relevant to 
this day. Durkheim conceptualized collective effervescence as capable of imbuing an 
object with collective identity, projecting the “collective force” of a group onto material 
objects.198 Because collective effervescence is the product of an assembly, it is 
ephemeral: “The violent passions that could be unleashed in the midst of a crowd subside 
and expire once it is dissolved.”199 However, inscribing effervescence “on lasting things” 
enables the phenomenon to exist beyond the collective performance. These “symbols” or 
“emblems,” as he calls them, come in many forms—a flag, a god, or a rock. He draws 
                                               
196 Gell, Art and Agency, 6. 
197 More recently, theorists have developed the concept of object agency as agency lacking human 
intentionality entirely. This turns the focus away from the human as the primary agent to the totality of the 
material world. Tamsin Jones suggests that non-intentional agency is a way “of describing the inevitable 
impact of matter on each and every experience” (“New Materialism and the Study of Religion,” in 
Religious Experience and New Materialism: Movement Matters, ed. Joerg Rieger and Edward Waggoner 
(New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2015), 5). Material culture suffuses every aspect of human experience 
and forms a vibrant system that can be described as an “assemblage.” Jane Bennett defines assemblages as 
“ad hoc groupings” or collectivities of “many types of actants: humans and nonhumans; animals, 
vegetables, and minerals; nature, culture, and technology” (“The Agency of Assemblages and the North 
American Blackout,” Public Culture 17, no. 3 (2005): 445). She uses the electrical power grid in the 
eastern United States to illustrate how agency is distributed throughout an assemblage. A power grid is a 
prime example since it confounds simplistic assumptions about assemblages. It is comprised not only of 
humans and what they have made (e.g. power plants and electrical wires), but it also includes “some very 
active and powerful nonhumans: electrons, trees, wind, electromagnetic fields” (446). These actants 
inextricably enmesh, influencing each other to such a degree that the cause and effect of an electrical 
blackout cannot be blamed on a single actant. Agency originates from a system of actants, not from any 
single actant.  
198 Durkheim argues that “collective force” is a cross-cultural principle, variously described as mana, 
wakan, or orenda. See Elementary Forms, 270. 
199 Durkheim, Elementary Forms, 176. 
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special attention to tattoos as examples of materialized collectivity. When Christian 
pilgrims tattoo a cross on their arms, or when soldiers in the same platoon share a specific 
tattoo, the tattoo serves as an affirmation of “the communion of minds.”200 The symbol 
reifies the collective, materializing it in a variety of material media. 
 For Durkheim, these “material emblems” and symbols serve as representations 
and reminders of the collective and the collective’s feelings, identity, and sense of 
meaning. But a late antique partisan graffito or an amuletic gemstone bearing a popular 
collective shout do more work than simply reminding the user of the collective’s force. 
The objects are imagined to aid the user in some practical and tangible way. In the case of 
the Tetrapylon graffito, this practical effect might be fascinating or challenging a rival 
faction. In the case of an amulet, the inscribed object aims to protect a house from 
demonic forces or guard a woman during childbirth. The objects convey a level of 
instrumentality and ritual efficacy beyond a representation symbolizing the collective. 
Recognizing objects as social agents follows recent theoretical work on object agency 
from scholars such as Jane Bennett and Tim Ingold.201 The aim of their scholarship is to 
take seriously indigenous perspectives on the operational efficacy of objects. We can 
recall Theodoret’s personal story mentioned above from his Historia Religiosa.202 
Theodoret claimed that a demon tried to attack him at night but was dissuaded by a flask 
of oil and an old cloak from the holy man James of Cyrrhestica. The flask, and by 
extension objects such as amulets and magic gems, were not imagined to be mere inert 
                                               
200 Durkheim, Elementary Forms, 233-234. Durkheim calls tattooing “the most direct and expressive means 
by which the communion of minds can be affirmed.”  
201 Tim Ingold, “Toward an Ecology of Materials,” Annual Review of Anthropology 41 (2012): 427-442. 
202 Theodoret, Historia Religiosa, James of Cyrrhestica, 15-16. 
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matter. They were regarded as sedimentations of the personhood of a past holy man and 
treated as social agents. The holy man’s personhood was distributed in a network that 
extended beyond his body or bones. Moreover, these objects acted efficaciously on 
human bodies, built environments, and the natural landscape. These objects can be 
thought of as possessing a form of agency.203 
 Examining the Tetrapylon graffito through these theoretical lenses reveals how it 
exerts agency on its audience and built environment. First, the graffito sediments the 
collective identity of the Greens as a “tag.”204 In graffiti-making parlance, tagging is the 
act of drawing or marking one’s name or team’s name on a surface. In modernity, tagging 
is often associated with gangs like the Crips or Bloods marking their territory. A “tag” 
wishing many successful years to the Greens or another cursing the Blues with “bad 
years” functions as an “act of writing” in that it acts upon its environment and its 
audience. The graffito transforms the built environment, and commensurately, transforms 
how viewers experience that environment. Recent excavations have revealed that the 
Tetrapylon was located on a major thoroughfare in Aphrodisias with elite dwellings, 
businesses, and stoas.205 Placed in such a high-traffic area, this inscription demarcated 
space, laying claim to a certain building or area as dominated by the Greens. The partisan 
graffiti declaring “Bad years for the Greens!” cheekily scratched in the Greens’ section in 
the Aphrodisian theater similarly reflects a particular group’s identity and the social 
                                               
203 Jane Bennett summarizes this type of agency as “the ability to make a difference, produce effects, and to 
initiate action.” See Bennett, “The Agency of Assemblages,” 446. 
204 I borrow this terminology of “tagging” from Karen Stern, “Tagging Sacred Space in the Dura-Europos 
Synagogue,” Journal of Roman Archaeology 25 (2012): 171-194. 
205 Anna Sitz, “Hiding in Plain Sight: Epigraphic Reuse in the Temple-Church at Aphrodisias,” Journal of 
Late Antiquity 12, no. 1 (Spring 2019): 141.  
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dynamics of competition in Aphrodisian urban life.206  
 “Box monograms” encoding personal names are commonly attested in late 
antique material culture.207 For example, a fourth-century sarcophagus fragment from the 
Catacombs of Priscilla in Rome conceals the names “Rusticius and Rufilla” in a single 
box-shaped monogram.208 Roman coins in particular were stamped with monograms 
composed of the letters spelling out emperors’ names or their titles like Imperator or 
Caesar.209 Coins dating the reign of Vespasian were stamped with a monogram 
containing all of the letters of his name: Vespasianus. Similar personal monograms 
appear on vessels, signet rings, and gems.210  The historian Ildar Garipzanov argues that 
such monograms function, in part, as “graphic signs of authority.”211 Stamping a vessel 
with an emperor’s name, for example, communicated that the contents were produced 
under the authority of a particular emperor or for his benefit. As an example of “tagging,” 
the partisan graffito on the Tetrapylon in Aphrodisias functions similarly to these 
“graphic signs of authority.”212  
 But these inscriptions do not simply tag a space with the names “Blues” or 
“Greens.” They conceal acclamations that these groups likely chanted against each other 
or for themselves in the public spaces of Aphrodisias. Monogrammatic acclamations 
                                               
206 IAphrodChr 181 ii; Roueché, Aphrodisias in Late Antiquity, 223. See also Stephen Llewelyn, New 
Documents Illustrating Early Christianity, 8: A Review of the Greek Inscriptions and Papyri Published in 
1984-85 (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1997), 6.  
207 See ICUR 5, no. 15148; ICUR 3, no. 8392; ICUR 3, no. 7230.  
208 ICUR 9, no. 25792. 
209 RPC 1, no. 810.  
210 Spier, Late Antique and Early Christian Gems, 193, nn. 2, 4, and 5; plate 141; fig. 28.  
211 Ildar Garipzanov, Graphic Signs of Authority in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages, 300-900 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018). 
212 See Stern, “Tagging Sacred Space in the Dura-Europos Synagogue,” Journal of Roman Archaeology 25 
(2012): 171-194; Stern, Writing on the Wall, 21. 
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were common in late antique epigraphic culture. Fourth-century examples include a 
funerary inscription from the Roman catacombs with a monogram of the acclamation 
“Avite.”213 This is a Latin acclamation comparable to the Greek “Χαῖρε,” which is also 
attested in late antique monograms.214 The dedication page of the fourth-century text 
known as the Calendar of 354 exhibits a monogram of the acclamatory formula: 
Valentine, floreas in Deo! (“Valentinus, may you flourish in God!”), which may be 
related to other acclamations such as ζῆν ἐν θεῷ and χαίρειν ἐν θεῷ found on inscriptions 
from Asia Minor.215 
 These are not merely “graphic signs of authority”216 or superiority. These 
acclamatory monograms aim to sustain the effects of the performed acclamation. They 
are visual devices that seek to accomplish the same result as an actual, performed 
acclamation—to diminish the agency of a rival, augment the agency of one’s own team, 
or bring good luck to the one being acclaimed. This is what I mean by “sedimenting the 
charisma” of a public performance in writing. The visual device of the Tetrapylon 
graffito encodes a chant of collective empowerment. The effects of the performance 
endure in material form. As a cryptographic graffito, intelligibility was not a priority. The 
priorities of the graffito were more practical: bring good fortune to the Greens, intimidate 
the Blues, and lay claim to space by the mere presence of the inscription.  
 
                                               
213 ICUR 5, no. 14752.c. 
214 ICUR 3, no. 7274. See Garipzanov, Graphic Signs of Authority, 113-114. 
215 Johannes Divjak and Wolfgang Wischmeyer, eds., Kalenderhandbuch von 354: Der Chronograph des 
Filocalus, vol. 1 (Vienna: Holzhausen Verlag GmbH, 2014), 80.  
216 Ildar Garipzanov, Graphic Signs of Authority in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2018). 
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XII. Conclusion:  
 Let us return to the yellow jasper amulet cited earlier in this chapter [Figure 2]. 
Although the object may be small and the single word νίκα inscribed on its reverse may 
be short, this one object reflects the Roman cultural habit of acclamation, crowd 
dynamics, and the production of powerful objects inscribed with oral genres. The 
acclamation νίκα in particular recalls the memory of an actual performance: a popular 
slogan that would have been shouted at a hippodrome or a triumphal parade. The fact that 
it was inscribed on a powerful object further suggests that this acclamation had the ability 
to transform mundane matter into a useful object. Examining the experience of collective 
performance reveals how these vocalizations appertain to their materiality when inscribed 
on a gem as the sedimentation of the crowd’s power.  
 This is not to suggest that an acclamation inscribed on an amulet, bracelet, or door 
lintel is the sole contributor to that object’s efficacy. An object’s material,217 color,218 
shape, iconography, cryptographic symbols, and inscribed words all work together to 
transform mundane matter into an object capable of providing healing or protection. But 
the presence of an acclamation points to a selection process behind the creation of the 
object. Scribes or artisans crafting an amulet or gem selected certain oral genres over 
                                               
217 Lead defixiones sometimes specifically reference the lead itself as part of the curse, suggesting that the 
heavy metal is an integral component contributing to the object’s perceived efficacy. See, for example, a 
lead tablet from Greece described in John Gager, Curse Tablets and Binding Spells from the Ancient World 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999): “And just as this lead is worthless and cold, so let that man and 
his property be worthless and cold” (126). 
218 For example, the efficacy of gems seems to have derived first from its color or material. Galen writes 
that light green jasper gems were particularly useful for curing stomach and esophagus ailments. See Galen, 
De Simpl. 10.19. Also see Christopher Faraone, “Text, Image, and Medium: The Evolution of Graeco-
Roman Magical Gemstones,” Gems of Heaven: Recent Research on Engraved Gemstones in Late Antiquity, 
ed. C. Entwistle and N. Adams (London: The British Museum, 2011), 50. 
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others, and the repertoire of acclamations that appear on ritually powerful objects 
suggests that they were selected because of their “respective apotropaic values”219 over 
and above other available oral formulas.  
 The apotropaic value of acclamations makes more sense in the context of crowd 
dynamics in late antiquity. A crowd was a formidable agent in the urban centers of the 
late antique world. By chanting acclamations as a collective, crowds were able to effect 
real change in the world. Crowds could perform acclamations to change an emperor’s 
mind or lambaste a rival faction in the streets of Constantinople. Elites’ acclamations 
could achieve their goals in assemblies such as a city council or an ecclesiastical synod. 
Acclamation, in short, conveyed a great deal of potency.  
 This sketch of the social reality of crowd performance in late antiquity shrinks the 
gulf between the legendary efficacy of public performance (as described in 
hagiographies) and the social and political efficacy of public performance. 
Hagiographies, homilies, and ecclesiastical histories demonstrate that the crowd was 
viewed as a charismatic entity, a character bubbling with thaumaturgical power. 
Fantastical as many of these accounts may be, we catch a glimpse of a social reality. 
Documentary evidence from papyrus council proceedings from Egypt to Roman law 
codes similarly illustrate that the acclamations of a crowd were both coveted and feared 
by late Roman authorities, particularly because acclamations were used in public 
demonstrations as a form of verbal abuse. Late Roman society was an economy of shame 
                                               
219 This is not unlike how scribes in late antique Egypt selected certain biblical passages over others for 
amulets, organizing passages from the Bible, in the words of Joseph Sanzo, “according to their respective 
apotropaic values.” Joseph Sanzo, Scriptural Incipits on Amulets from Late Antique Egypt: Text, Typology, 
and Theory (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2014), 52. 
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where a crowd shouting verbal abuse could cause an emperor to literally run for his life, 
as was the case in the Nika Riots. 
  Studying these texts through the lens of animacy, we see that ancient authors 
interpreted crowd dynamics and acclamations in particular as animated with power. An 
acclamation was a special type of utterance, a collective utterance with the expressed 
purpose to effect change. Acclamations were valued not merely as a means of 
communication with government officials or gods. Acclamations were the practical tool 
of crowds to organize, sustain, and project their collective energies. Individuals relied on 
acclamations to bring about real change in competitive and vulnerable social contexts, 
and they relied on acclamations as a means to restore a sense of order to social crises. 
Moreover, they were utterances that could inflict “verbal injury” on an opponent.220  
 We should not distinguish between “magical” efficacy of acclamations and what 
could be considered the quotidian political or social efficacy of acclamations, as 
demonstrated in the above sections. Late antique audiences would not have made this 
distinction, and indeed, the fantastic stories told in hagiographies and histories alike 
demonstrate that, in the late antique imagination, gatherings of crowds were social 
situations where miracles could occur or in which liminal beings like angels or demons 
could participate. The following chapters will examine acclamations that span different 
social arenas. Eἷς θεός was an acclamation chanted in political processions as well as 
inscribed on portable amulets. Κύριε ἐλέησον was an acclamation chanted in Christian 
                                               
220 To borrow a term from G.L. Hendrickson. See Hendrickson, “Verbal Injury, Magic, or Erotic Comus?” 
Classical Philology 20, no. 4 (1925): 289-308. 
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liturgies as well as shouted as a desperate collective cry to ward off a plague from a city. 
The trisagion likewise appears as an acclamation in the climactic moment of Christian 
liturgies before the Eucharist, but it was also applied to local concerns such as inscribing 
it on amulets protecting against pain in childbirth.  
 The performance of acclamations is related to the prevalence of these formulas on 
amulets. People experienced acclamations as collectively empowering experiences that 
could bring about real social change, and this charisma could be sedimented in an amulet. 
This does not mean that an amulet becomes a “repository” or reservoir of a crowd’s 
power, which is how Tambiah conceptualizes amulets or relics of a holy man. The 
Tetraypylon graffito or the jasper amulet are not so much repositories of a charismatic 
crowd’s power but a means by which an acclamatory performance is extended. Inscribing 
νίκα on an amulet transforms mundane material into a useful, protective object. As a 
“writing action,” the inscribed formula continues to convey protective benefits to the 
user, effectively extending the functionality of a performance in material form. 
 In each of these examples (e.g. νίκα, εἷς θεός, Κύριε ἐλέησον), we should not 
ignore the performative context where these acclamations would have been most readily 
experienced. This introduction focused on the stadium-cry νίκα. The following chapters 
will examine specific ritual contexts where specific acclamations were performed, 
including cultic sites where “εἷς θεός” was chanted, Eucharistic liturgies where the 
trisagion was performed, and liturgical processions where Κύριε ἐλέησον was shouted 
during times of crisis. In each of these ritual contexts, we see that acclamations did not 
simply serve a communication role advertising political or religious affiliation, but they 
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CHAPTER TWO: εἷς θεός: PERFORMING AND INSCRIBING MEGATHEISTIC 
ACCLAMATIONS 
I. Introduction 
During excavations of Aphrodisias in the twentieth century, archaeologists 
discovered a series of Greek inscriptions cut on nineteen marble columns that originally 
formed a portico on the west side of the agora.221 Each line of the inscription was cut on a 
smooth section of individual fluted columns [Figure 3]. Taken together, the inscriptions 
form a lengthy acclamation of a local benefactor, Albinus,222 for his role in sponsoring 
the construction or renovation of a new building in the early sixth century CE:  
Column 1: One God, for the whole world! 
Column 2: Many years for the emperors! 
Column 3: Many years for the eparchs! 
Column 4: Many years for the Senate! 
Column 5: Many years for the metropolis! 
Column 6: PERDE223 Albinus—up with the builder of the stoa! 
Column 7: Lord, lover of your country, remain with us! 
Column 8: Your buildings are an eternal reminder, Albinus, you who love to 
build. 
Column 9: [...] Albinus clarissimus. 
Column 10: PERDE Albinus, behold what you have given! 
Column 11: The whole city says this: “Your enemies to the river! May the great 
God provide this!” 
Column 12: [this column is lost] 
Column 13: [...] Albinus, the clarissimus, to the Senate! 
Column 14: [...] envy does not vanquish fortune. 
Column 15: Up with Albinus, the builder of this work also! 
Column 16: You have disregarded wealth and obtained glory, Albinus, 
clarissimus. 
                                               
221 IGC 271, 274; Peterson, Eis theos: Epigraphische, formgeschichtliche und religionsgeschichtliche 
Untersuchungen, 78 no. 25; Charlotte Roueché, “Acclamations in the Later Roman Empire: New Evidence 
from Aphrodisias,” Journal of Roman Studies 74 (1984): 191-193 nos. 1-20. This acclamation originally 
included twenty columns, but one column has been lost.  
222 Albinus is an otherwise unknown official holding the rank of lamprotatos / clarissimus, but judging 
from column 13, Roueché theorizes he was possibly a candidate for a seat to the Senate. See Roueché, 
“Acclamation in the Later Roman Empire,” 190. 
223 The meaning of this word PERDE remains unknown and therefore is left untranslated. The epigraphist 
Charlotte Roueché surmises this may have been a name.  
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Column 17: Albinus clarissimus, like your ancestors a lover of your country, may 
you receive plenty. 
Column 18: Providing [?a building] for the city, he is acclaimed [?in it also]. 
Column 19: With your buildings you have made the city brilliant, Albinus, lover 
of your country. 
Column 20: The whole city, having acclaimed (you) with one voice, says: “He 
who forgets you, Albinus clarissimus, does not know God.” 
 The fortune of the city triumphs!224 
 
The columns preserve a series of acclamations 
that may have been performed in the agora to 
celebrate Albinus. Someone, possibly at a later 
date, added the final acclamation, νικᾷ ἡ τύχη τῆς 
πόλεως, cutting more crudely formed letters on 
the last column. This νικᾷ acclamation echoes the 
partisan acclamations inscribed as graffiti 
throughout Aphrodisias discussed in Chapter 
One. Presumably this was a familiar formula to 
the inhabitants of Aphrodisias, but in this 
instance, it is deployed for the benefit of the 
whole city rather than a specific party. The 
repetition of conventional acclamatory formulas on these columns, as well as phrases 
such as “with one voice” (ὁµοφώνως) on column 20, evoke an image of a crowd shouting 
Albinus’ praises in public. This image is so vivid that modern translators have sought to 
                                               
224 Translation and transcription by Charlotte Rouché, “Acclamations in the Later Roman Empire,” 194-
196. The inscription was originally discovered by G. Mendel in 1905. Columns I and IV originally 
published by Grégoire in IGC 271, 274. For more photographs and a lengthier discussion of its discovery 
and publication history see also: Charlotte Roueché, Aphrodisias in Late Antiquity: The Late Roman and 
Byzantine Inscriptions, revised second edition, 2004, Inscription 83. 
Figure 3: Column 1 of Albinus acclamations, 




capture the acclamation’s performativity and orality with exclamation marks after nearly 
every line of the inscription.  
The inscription begins with one of the most common acclamations in the 
epigraphic record of late antiquity: εἷς θεός—“There is One God!” or “One God!”225 This 
same cry appears in material forms including baptistries in Syria226 and graffiti on theater 
benches from Delphi.227 But it also frequently appears as a formula on protective objects 
like magic gems, rings, bracelets, pendant amulets, and monumental apotropaic lintel 
inscriptions.228 For example, a bronze pendant amulet currently housed in the British 
Museum invokes the εἷς θεός acclamation to protect a certain “Babina whom Theodosia 
bore” from disease [Figure 4].229 The obverse reads: εἷς θεὸς ὁ νικῶν τὰ κακά and enlists 
                                               
225 The bibliography on this acclamation is significant. Selected works include: Erik Peterson, Heis Theos: 
epigraphische, formgeschichtliche und religionsgeschichtliche Untersuchungen zur antiken Ein-Gott-
Akklamation (Würzburg: Echter, 2012); Ernst Kantorowicz, Laudes Regiae: A Study in Liturgical 
Acclamations and Medieval Ruler Worship (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 
1958, [1946]); Stephen Mitchell and Peter van Nuffelen, eds., One God: Pagan Monotheism in the Roman 
Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010); Montserrat Herrero, “Acclamations: A 
Theological-Political Topic in the Crossed Dialogue between Erik Peterson, Ernst H. Kantorowicz and Carl 
Schmitt,” History of European Ideas 45, no. 7 (2019): 1045-1057. 
226 IGLS 537; PAES III B, 1085. See Frank Trombley, Hellenic Religion and Christianization c. 370-529, 
vol. 2 (Leiden: Brill, 1995 [1993]), 269. 
227 François Queyrel, “Inscriptions et scènes figurées peintes sur le mur de fond du xyste de Delphes,” 
Bulletin de correspondance helléniques 125 (2001): 333-87; SEG LI, no. 613-631; Nicole Belayche, “Deus 
deum…summorum maximus (Apuleius): Ritual Expressions of Distinction in the Divine World in the 
Imperial Period,” in One God: Studies in Pagan Monotheism and Related Religious Ideas in the Roman 
Empire, ed. Stephen Mitchell and Peter Van Nuffelen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 
141-166. 
228 The corpus of late antique amulets bearing εἷς θεός is vast, and it would be ungainly to document them 
all in their entirety here. Campbell Bonner’s corpus of amulets remains an important source and lists 
dozens of examples mostly from the fifth to seventh centuries CE and mostly from the eastern 
Mediterranean. See especially Studies in Magical Amulets Chiefly Graeco-Egyptian (Ann Arbor, MI: 
University of Michigan Press, 1950), 298-299, 301-306. Many of these amulets share similar inscriptions 
such as listing names of the archangels or similar iconographic motifs such as a holy rider, angels, and 
fearsome animals like lions. See also the lead amulet from Ashkelon in Leah Di Segni, “Εἷς θεός in 
Palestinian Inscriptions,” Scripta Classica Israelica 13 (1994): no. 32. Catherine Hezser, Jewish Literacy in 
Roman Palestine (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2001), 438. 
229 Engraved bronze amulet, sixth century CE (London: British Museum), museum number OA.1374. The 




the power of Michael, Gabriel, Uriel, and Solomon to help. 
The reverse is inscribed with an invocation spanning 
fourteen lines that includes an enigmatic phrase referencing 
a womb: ἔδησεν ἄγγελος ἔλυσεν κύριος µατέρα 
ἀπουγίσεν… ἀκοὺσα ἔφυγεν, translated by Jeffrey Spier as, 
“the angel bound; the Lord loosed; he healed the womb; 
having heard, he fled.”230 Presumably this amulet aimed to 
protect a woman during childbirth or perhaps to cure 
infertility. 
This chapter argues that there is a relationship between the use of εἷς θεός in this 
amulet and the sort of cry shouted by the hypothetical crowd acclaiming Albinus in 
Aphrodisias. Such amulets evoke the memory of actual performances of εἷς θεός, 
suggesting that there is protective power in vocalizing or inscribing εἷς θεός. As argued in 
Chapter One, the performative contexts of acclamations should direct how we interpret 
the perceived efficacy of these formulas and their appearance on materia magica. 
Performative refers to “language-in-use,”231 language that does something beyond 
communicating meaning to an interlocutor.  
Acclamations are salient examples of language-in-use. Crowds in late antiquity 
                                               
230 Jeffrey Spier, “An Antique Book Used for Making Sixth-Century Byzantine Amulets?” in Les savoirs 
magiques et leur transmission de l’Antiquité à la Renaissance, ed. Véronique Dasen and Jean-Michel 
Spieser (Florence: SISMel-Edizioni del Galluzzo, 2014), 56. See also Heta Björklund, “Protecting Against 
Child-Killing Demons: Uterus Amulets in the Late Antique and Byzantine Magical World” (PhD diss., 
University of Helsinki, 2017), 11.  
231 Waller, “Transferring Performativity from Speech to Writing: Illocutionary Acts and Incantation 
Bowls,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 82, no. 2 (2019): 233 
Figure 4: Bronze amulet calling 
for protection of Babina. CC BY-
NC-SA 4.0, © The Trustees of 




shouted acclamations to elect bishops, depose government officials, or even to try to 
quell an earthquake. The perlocutionary effect of the chant mattered more to the 
performers than the lexical meaning of what was vocalized. This performativity extends 
to materiality too. Inscribed acclamations are performative “actions d’écriture,” 
inscriptions that function both as a statement and an action. An acclamatory graffito 
extends a performance indefinitely, producing effects by displaying an acclamation in a 
certain way in a certain place. For example, inscribing κακὰ τὰ ἔτι ἔτη τῶν Πρασίων! 
(“Bad years for the Greens!”)232 into the benches of the Greens’ section of the 
Aphrodisian theater produces all manner of effects. It threatens the Greens while 
simultaneously sedimenting the presence of their rivals, the Blues, in a socially 
significant space. The graffito, as an extension of the Blues’ imprecation against the 
Greens, exerts agency on its audience.       
This theoretical model can be applied to the εἷς θεός acclamation and the 
corresponding objects inscribed with this formula. Comparing the epigraphic and literary 
attestations of εἷς θεός reveals that the amulets reflect very similar formulas used to 
acclaim gods and emperors in cultic settings. Literary evidence depicts crowds shouting 
megatheistic acclamations following the working of a miracle, declaring a particular god 
or saint as εἷς! or µέγας! Public confession steles erected in sanctuaries in western Asia 
Minor are inscribed with these same acclamations proclaiming the manifestation of 
                                               
232 IAphrodChr 181 ii. Roueché, Aphrodisias in Late Antiquity: The Late Roman and Byzantine Inscriptions 
Including Texts from the Excavations at Aphrodisias Conducted by Kenan T. Erim (London: Society for the 
Promotion of Roman Studies, 1989), 223. See also Stephen Llewelyn, New Documents Illustrating Early 
Christianity, 8: A Review of the Greek Inscriptions and Papyri Published in 1984-85 (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1997), 6.  
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miracles from a particular god. Taking the literary and epigraphic evidence together, the 
appearance of megatheistic acclamations on amulets becomes more intelligible. These 
objects sediment a shout of victory, superiority, and successful thaumaturgy in a 
competitive religious landscape.  
Both the Albinus acclamations and the Babina amulet recall the same genre of 
acclamation, and we can view the amulets, gems, and lintel inscriptions inscribed with 
such acclamations as evocations of public performances of these formulas. As 
“performances in writing,” these objects sediment the charisma of acclamatory 
performances that continue to exert the efficacy of those performances even when 
materialized in an object. The aim of this chapter is to demonstrate that epigraphic 
acclamations did not only communicate the simple meaning of the words themselves. 
Although εἷς θεός may sound like a Jewish or Christian slogan declaring monotheistic 
belief, people of all religious affiliations chanted it to declare a deity’s superiority over 
other deities. Its frequent appearance on amulets and gems suggests its value extended 
well beyond political or theological meaning. Chanting or shouting εἷς θεός did not 
merely signal an individual’s personal belief in or special relationship with a particular 
deity, but it conveyed operational efficacy as an illocution when vocalized or inscribed. 
When inscribed on an amulet or an aretological stele, εἷς θεός carries perlocutionary force 
as it declares as superior and victorious a god recognized for divine efficacy to aid in a 




II. Performative Context of εἷς θεός: Megatheistic, not Monotheistic 
Eἷς θεός is a megatheistic acclamation—“an expression of piety” through oral 
performance that “represented one particular god as somehow superior to others” in a 
competitive religious landscape.233 The slogan dates back at least to the third century 
BCE based on the earliest attestation of a god being acclaimed as εἷς from a papyrus 
lauding Dionysius.234 Although the common English translations of εἷς θεός, “There is 
One God!” or “One God!” sound like creedal statements of monotheistic belief like the 
formulations of the Nicene Creed or the Shema, ancient literary and epigraphic evidence 
suggests that it was not a statement of exclusivity but of superiority.235 For example, 
graffiti from the second or early third century CE inscribed in the gymnasium at Delphi 
illustrate how the εἷς θεός acclamation was performed to highlight a particular god 
among many gods.236 One inscription reads: “Good Fortune! One God! Great is Apollo 
Pythios! Great is the Fortune of the Delphians! Great is Artemis! Great is Hekate! Place 
of Sextius Primus.”237 Angelos Chaniotis theorizes that these inscriptions record the 
                                               
233 Angelos Chaniotis coined the term megatheism, “Megatheism: The Search for the Almighty God and the 
Competition of Cults,” in One God: Pagan Monotheism in the Roman Empire, eds. Stephen Mitchell and 
Peter van Nuffelen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 113. I owe my observations on the 
competitive nature of megatheistic acclamations to him. 
234 Gurob Papyrus (OF 578). See Henk Versnel, “Thrice One: Three Greek Experiments in Oneness,” in 
One God or Many? Concepts of Divinity in the Ancient World, ed. B. Nevling Porter (Transactions of the 
Casco Bay Assyriological Institute, 2000), 152-153. 
235 Erik Peterson and others see µέγας θεός acclamations as related to εἷς θεός. See Peterson, Heis Theos, 
1926, 149, 195-196, 205, 230. This observation is also noted by Erik Waaler, The Shema and the First 
Commandment in First Corinthians: An Intertextual Approach to Paul’s Re-reading of Deuteronomy 
(Tübingen, Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 11.  
236 Queyrel, “Inscriptions et scènes figurées;” SEG 51: 613-631; Belayche, “Deus deum…summorum 
maximus.” 
237 SEG 51: 622. Translation by Angelos Chaniotis: Α[γ]αθ[ῇ Τύχῃ εἵ]ς θεός [µέγας Πύθιος] ᾿Απ[ό]λ[λ]ων 
[µεγάλη Τύ]χ[η Δελ]φῶν [µεγάλη Ἄρ]τεµις [µεγάλη] Ἑκάτη τόπος Σεξ(τίου) Πρίµου. 
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acclamations shouted for Apollo and athletes at the Pythian games,238 and he notes that 
although three gods are acclaimed in this inscription, only Apollo earns the acclamation 
of εἷς θεός.239 Other inscriptions from this corpus use the local epithet Pythian, 
specifically lauding the Apollo of Delphi. Eἷς θεός in these inscriptions functions to draw 
attention to the patron god of Delphi over and above the other named gods. It is not a 
statement of the exclusive existence or worship of Apollo. 
A similar phenomenon is evident in 
a large corpus of inscriptions acclaiming 
Sarapis as εἷς but often in the company of 
other deities such as Isis.240 For example, a 
cylindrical jasper amulet dating to the 
second to fourth century CE housed in the 
British Museum depicts Sarapis 
surrounded by a procession of deities with 
the acclamation εἷς Ζεὺς Σάραπις [Figure 5].241 The amulet seems to evoke a public 
                                               
238 Chaniotis, “Acclamations as a Form of Religious Communication,” in Die Religion des Imperium 
Romanum: Koine und Konfrontationen, ed. Hubert Cancik and Jörg Rüpke (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
2008), 202. See SEG 51: 614, 615. 
239 Chaniotis interprets this as evidence of local “patriotism” to Pythian Apollo as the locals stress a 
“privileged relationship of Delphi with Apollo.” See Chaniotis, “Megatheism,” in One God: Pagan 
Monotheism in the Roman Empire, ed. S. Mitchell and P. van Nuffelen (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2010), 127.  
240 Other examples include CIG 7041 and 7042. For a comprehensive study on Sarapis gems, see Richard 
Veymiers, Ἵλεως τῷ φοροῦντι. Sérapis sur les gemmes et les bijoux antiques. Publication de la Classe des 
Lettres. Collection in-4o, 3e série, tome I (Brussels: Académie Royale de Belgique, 2009), no. 2061; 
Richard Veymiers, “Sarapis et Neôtera élus parmis les dieux,” in Revue Archéologique, 1 (2014): 37-56.  
See also Simone Michel with Peter and Hilde Zazoff, Die Magischen Gemmen im Britischen Museum 
(London: British Museum Press, 2001); Christopher Faraone, “Sarapis invoked as Zeus Dodonaios on a 
Magical Gem used for Divinatory Purposes,” Romanitas: Revista de Estudos Grecolatinos 9 (2017): 138-
146. 
241 Inscribed jasper intaglio, second to fourth centuries CE (London: British Museum), 1993.0206.6.  
 
Figure 5: Jasper gem portraying Sarapis and several 
other deities. Object number: 1993.0206.6. CC BY-




procession as the other deities are arrayed in a line holding ritual objects aloft. Another 
example is carnelian gem from a Roman fort in Castlesteads, Cumberland, that depicts a 
bust of Septimius Severus as Sarapis flanked by the Dioscuri with the Greek letters EZS, 
an acronym for εἷς Ζεὺς Σάραπις.242 Sarapis was acclaimed alongside Isis as well. A dual 
acclamation lauding Sarapis and Isis was scratched on the wall of a private house in 
Rome as a graffito reading: εἷς Ζεὺς Σάραπις / µεγάλη Ἶσις ἡ κυρία!243 These objects 
demonstrate that the acclamation εἷς Ζεὺς Σάραπις did not communicate exclusivity. It 
aimed to magnify Sarapis above other deities. The acclamation could draw attention to 
him specifically, but it did not necessarily deflect attention away from other gods.  
Textual evidence from Egypt suggests that such acclamations for Sarapis found 
use in gatherings as a responsive chant. A second-century papyrus from Oxyrhynchus244 
relates a miracle story of Zeus-Helios-Sarapis titled The Miracle of Zeus-Helios, Great 
Sarapis. The text requests the audience to respond to the miracle with an elative 
acclamation Εἷς Ζεὺς Σάραπις! 
He said, “Thanks to you I will bestow the water upon the people of Pharos.” And 
having waved goodbye he sailed away, gave the water to the people of Pharos, 
and received from them in compensation one hundred drachmas of silver. This 
miracle is registered in the libraries of Mercurium. Let those who are present say: 
“One Zeus Sarapis!”245 
 
                                               
242 This gem is only known from a drawing. See Martin Henig, A Corpus of Roman Engraved Gemstones 
from British Sites (Oxford: British Archaeological Reports, 1974), 229-230 no. 358. The gem may have 
belonged to a Roman soldier. See Georgia Irby-Massie, Military Religion in Roman Britain (Leiden: Brill, 
1999), 172.  
243 A nearly identical acclamation lauding Isis as µεγάλη Ἶσις ἡ κυρία is found in the first line of a 
divination formula from Oxyrhynchus. See David Jordan, “Two Papryi with Formulae for Divination,” in 
Magic and Ritual in the Ancient World, ed. Paul Mirecki and Marvin Meyet (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 25-36. 
244 P.Oxy.XI. no. 1382, II 15-21. 
245 Translation from William Hansen, Ariadne’s Thread: A Guide to International Tales Found in Classic 
Literature (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2002), 144. For further discussions on this text see Nicole 
Belayche, “Deus deum…summorum maximus,” 149-150. 
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The last phrase assumes that an audience is present, suggesting that the miracle story was 
meant to be read publicly and responded to collectively with an acclamation. An 
invocation of the Sun from PGM IV.1596-1715 stipulates a similar performance. After a 
lengthy list of formulas for the consecration of a phylactery, the formula concludes by 
instructing the user: “When you complete the consecration, say, “There is One Zeus 
Sarapis!”246 The acclamation is a final utterance not unlike other conventional utterances 
in the Greek magical papyri such as “amen,” “now, now!” or “quickly, quickly!” Rather 
than a petition to Sarapis himself, it is a perlocution meant to complete and activate the 
preceding formula.  
These examples illustrate that εἷς θεός and similar megatheistic acclamations 
functioned to highlight a particular god in a competitive religious landscape. Eἷς does not 
literally mean “one” but more along the lines of “unique!” or “great!” Indeed, 
megatheism derives its name from a similar popular acclamation that declares a particular 
god as µέγας—made famous by a vivid episode from the Acts of the Apostles.247 In Acts 
19, Paul runs into trouble when a rumor spreads that he will turn people away from 
worshiping Artemis, the patron goddess of Ephesus. The story culminates in an enraged 
crowd gathering in the Ephesian theater and acclaiming Artemis with a megatheistic 
                                               
246 PGM IV.1596-1715, in Hans Dieter Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, Including the 
Demotic Spells (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 68. 
247 The most comprehensive recent study on this episode in Acts is Bradley Bitner, “Acclaiming Artemis in 
Ephesus: Political Theologies in Acts 19,” in The First Urban Churches 3, ed. James Harrison and L.L. 
Wellborn (Atlanta, GA: Society of Biblical Literature Press, 2018), 127-169. See also C.K. Barrett, 
Introduction and Commentary on Acts XV-XXVII, vol. 2 of A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the 
Acts of the Apostles (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1998), 928, 934; Charles Talbert, Reading Acts: A Literary 





Meanwhile, some were shouting one thing, some another; for the assembly was 
in confusion, and most of them did not know why they had come together. Some 
of the crowd gave instructions to Alexander, whom the Jews had pushed forward. 
And Alexander motioned for silence and tried to make a defense before the 
people. But when they recognized that he was a Jew, for about two hours all of 
them shouted in unison, “Great is Artemis of the Ephesians!”248 
 
The crowd shouts this acclamation in a fraught, liminal, and competitive situation, 
attempting to draw attention to their civic deity in the face of a competing deity. The 
author of Acts seems to be aware of actual acclamatory performances by the words he 
uses to describe the acclamation. The Salutaris foundation inscription, an early second-
century dedication inscribed on the south wall of the Ephesian theater, describes Artemis 
as τῆν µεγίστην θεὸν Ἄρτεµιν.249 Athletic competitions also featured similar 
acclamations as attested by a painted graffito acclaiming Artemis by an athlete in Delphi 
who had won a race: “Μεγάλη Ἄρτεµις Προθυραία. Μέγας ἅγιος Παλέµων!”250  
This scene in the Ephesian stadium is echoed throughout Greco-Roman literature 
and material evidence as a public ritual to laud specific deities as µέγας. In the second 
century, Aelius Aristides describes devotees to Asklepios celebrating miraculous healings 
in Pergamon with shouts to the god: “There was also much shouting from those present 
and those coming up, shouting that celebrated phrase, ‘Great is Asklepios!’”251 
Excavations at the Asklepieion of Pergamon have revealed the second-century cultic 
                                               
248 Acts 19:32-34, NRSV. 
249 IEph 1:27. 
250 Queyrel, “Inscriptions et scènes figurées,” 357-358, no. II. See also Belayche, “Deus deum…summorum 
maximus,” 155. 
251 Hieroi Logoi 2.7, trans. by Chaniotis, “Megatheism,” 123. 
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complex was indeed suited for collective ritual with a propylon and a theater.252 Aristides 
corroborates this in his descriptions of his experience at the Asklepieion, saying that 
many people would assemble in the propylon of the sanctuary253 and the theater to sing 
“praises of the god.”254 A roughly contemporaneous votive inscription from Epidauros 
dating to the second or third century CE provides a glimpse into what these acclamatory 
“praises of the god” may have sounded like: 
Wake, Paeon Asklepios, lord of men, gentle-minded child of the son of Leto and 
noble Coronis, dispersing sleep from your eyes, heed the prayers of your 
worshippers who, rejoicing greatly, propitiate your prime power, Health, gentle-
minded Asklepios; wake and be pleased to give ear to your hymn, you whom we 
invoke with the cry “Hail!”255 
 
The inscription supplicates Asklepios to wake from sleep, possibly implying he was 
thought to be incubating at Epidauros along with the supplicants. The inscription ends 
with the acclamation “χαίρων.” Presumably, megatheistic chants formed an integral part 
of these public performances based on Aristides’ own report and an inscription recording 
the same µέγας acclamation found in the Asklepieion of Pergamon.256  
Eἷς was a variation of a megatheistic chant alongside µέγας and should be 
understood as an inherently competitive acclamation. Acclaiming gods as εἷς in a 
polytheistic religious landscape declared, “My god is superior to your god!” rather than 
declaring one’s exclusive belief or worship of one god.  As Angelos Chaniotis argues, 
                                               
252 Milena Melfi, “Ritual Spaces and Performances in the Asklepieia of Roman Greece,” The Annual of the 
British School of Athens 105 (2010): 317-338. 
253 Aristides, Or. 48.27 
254 Aristides, Or. 48.21 
255 Epigrammata Graeca, 1027. P. Maas, Epidaurische Hymnen, 151. 
256 Christian Habicht and Michael Wörrle, Die Inschriften des Asklepieions, 83 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1969), 
129 no. 114.  
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these shouts “served educational and propagandistic purposes”257 for those present, 
variably warning or boasting about the god’s power to onlookers. The historian Erik 
Peterson in his seminal dissertation on εἷς θεός already noted that this acclamation did not 
derive from Christian or Jewish practice, but rather, broader Greco-Roman cultic and 
juridical practice.258  
Peterson’s dissertation remains to this day one of the foundational studies on the 
εἷς θεός acclamation and acclamations in general.259 He collated a vast compendium of 
occurrences of εἷς θεός ranging from hagiographic citations to inscriptions on graves, 
houses, door lintels, gems, and amulets. The book reads like a “quarry” of sources, which 
is how the German scholar of early Christianity Christoph Markschies describes the 
work.260 Markschies has since republished Heis Theos, updating and correcting 
Peterson’s original work and adding a substantial appendix.  
Peterson aimed to chart the origins of the acclamation in late antique religious 
practice, arguing it stemmed from Greco-Roman usage rather than Jewish liturgy. This 
aim illustrates how the work was a product of a zeitgeist of scholarship in Germany in the 
early twentieth century known as the History of Religions School. This school of thought 
endeavored to dismantle the notion that Christianity was a unique, unprecedented 
                                               
257 Chaniotis, “Acclamations as a form of religious communication,” 205. 
258 See Peterson, Heis Theos, 216; see also Anthony Guerra, Romans and the Apologetic Tradition: The 
Purpose, Genre and Audience of Paul’s Letter (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 84-85. 
259 For a short biography of Peterson, see Stephen Lawson, “‘To Be Deep in History’: The Role of History 
in the Conversations of John Henry Newman and Erik Peterson,” Newman Studies Journal 16, no. 2 
(Winter 2019): 19-22. 
260 Markschies, “Heis Theos?: Religionsgeschichte und Christentum bei Erik Peterson,” in Vom Ende der 
Zeit: Geschichtstheologie und Eschatologie bei Erik Peterson. Symposium Mainz, ed. Barbara Nichtweiss 
(Münster: LIT Verlag, 2001),” 39. 
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phenomenon in world history. Peterson was responding to scholars at the time who were 
arguing that Deuteronomy 6:4, the opening lines of the Shema, inspired the Jewish and 
Christian usage of εἷς θεός. However, Peterson rejected this theory because the 
acclamation itself does not reflect the LXX translation of Deuteronomy 6:4: κύριος εἷς 
ἐστίν. He argued that εἷς θεός instead originated from Greco-Roman usage, what he calls 
“secular” usage, in the political gatherings and theaters of the eastern Mediterranean.261 
Acclamations, according to Peterson, had a juridical function, expressing “the people’s 
consensus.”262 They were not primarily statements of belief. 
Although most scholars today accept Peterson’s conclusions, many continue to 
argue that this act of naming a particular god still functioned to express religious 
affiliation or highlight a theological difference with a rival community, especially when 
used in Christian contexts.263 For example, historians Christoph Markschies and Frank 
Trombley have interpreted the myriad houses on the Northern Syrian Limestone Massif 
that include Trinitarian versions of this acclamation as attempts by Christian homeowners 
(or by whomever commissioned the inscription) to distinguish themselves from their 
neighbors. Dozens of examples exist. A two-story house from late antique Frikya bears 
two lintels with nearly identical Trinitarian variations of εἷς ὁ θεός, one on the upper floor 
                                               
261 Peterson, Heis Theos, 190. 
262 Peterson, Heis Theos, 177. Peterson did not convince everyone. Edgar Smothers, writing in 1947, 
insisted that εἷς θεός derives from the Shema (“ΚΑΛΟΣ in Acclamation,” Traditio 5 [1947]: 38). 
263See Bonner, Studies in Magical Amulets, 174: “Εἷς θεός in a strictly religious sense must be regarded as 
an expression of monotheistic faith, and is rightly held to be of Jewish origin.” See also Trombley, Hellenic 
Religion and Christianization, 313: “There can be little doubt that the Christian use of the ‘One God’ 
formula in the inscriptions of the Limestone Massif and elsewhere is to be understood as a statement of 
monotheistic belief vis-à-vis the villagers’ abandonment of polytheism.” 
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and one on the lower floor: “One God and Christ and Holy Spirit, the one giving aid.”264 
Another inscription, this one from a lintel on a simple house in Djuwaniyeh reads: “Lord, 
help Domnos and Eusebios and Marona and Alexandros. One God and his Christ!”265 
Trombley has used inscriptions like these to chart the Christianization of Syria,266 using 
the increasing appearances of εἷς θεός on door lintels as evidence to “reconstruct the 
religious consciousness of the ordinary rural people” living around Antioch.267 
Jews and Samaritans also apparently employed this acclamation. A fifth- or sixth-
century lintel inscription from El Dumeir in the Hauran commissioned by a certain 
Tanhum and Samuel, sons of Ezri, deploys a variation of the εἷς θεός acclamation: εἷς ὁ 
θεὸς ὁ βοηθῶν. Based on the names, scholars have surmised this inscription was erected 
by Jews268 with some arguing that it formerly adorned a synagogue’s door.269 Christoph 
Markschies refers to lintels with this acclamation as “house signs” that denote the 
                                               
264Transcriptions can be found in William Prentice, Greek and Latin Inscriptions: Part III of the 
Publications of an American Archaeological Expedition to Syria, 1899-1900 (New York, 1908), no. 249 
and 250. The lower story inscription reads: [ε]ἷς θεός καὶ ὁ Χριστὸς (καὶ) τὸ Ἅγιον Θνεῦµα, ὁ βοηθῶν 
πᾶσειν. The upper story reads: εἷς θεός κ(αὶ) ὁ Χριστὸς κ(αὶ) τὸ Ἅγιον Θνεῦµα, ὁ βοηθῶν πᾶσειν. 
265 Prentice, Greek and Latin Inscriptions, 26. Κύριε βοήθι Δόµνο(ν) καὶ Εὐσέβιο(ν) καὶ Μα(ρ)ω(ν)α καὶ 
Ἀλέξανδραν. Εἶς Θεὸς καὶ Χριστὸς αὐτοῦ. 
266 Markschies describes Trombley’s argument as using the inscriptions “as an index of the gradual 
Christianization” of northern Syria. Christophe Markschies, “The Price of Monotheism: Some New 
Observations on a Current Debate about Late Antiquity,” in One God: Pagan Monotheism in the Roman 
Empire, ed. Stephen Mitchell and Peter Van Nuffelen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 
106. 
267 Frank Trombley, “Christian Demography in the Territorium of Antioch (4th-5th c.): Observations on the 
Epigraphy,” in Culture and Society in Later Roman Antioch, ed. Isabella Sandwell and Janet Huskinson 
(Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2004), 79.  See also Trombley, Hellenic Religion and Christianization, vol. 2, 
313-315. 
268 Erik Peterson was undecided on this question, but others assume its Jewish identity based on the names. 
See M. Schwabe, “Two Jewish-Greek Inscriptions Recently Discovered at Caesarea,” Israel Exploration 
Journal 3, no. 4 (1953): 265-277; IJO III: 63-65; Markschies, “The Price of Monotheism,” 105.   
269 Baruch Lifshitz, Donateurs et fondateurs des synagogues juives: répertoire des dédicaces greques 
relatives à la construction et à la réfection des synagogues (Paris: Gabalda, 1967), no. 61; Leah Roth-
Gerson, The Jews of Syria as Reflected in the Greek Inscriptions (Jerusalem: Zalman Shazar Center 
for Jewish History, 2001), 105-107. 
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inhabitants’ religious affiliation.270 Even outside Jewish and Christian traditions, scholars 
have maintained that εἷς θεός “denotes a personal devotion to one god”271 or interpreted 
the acclamation as part of a trend “to individualize relationships between men and the 
gods.”272 
These are problematic interpretations because these theories interpret εἷς θεός as 
primarily an utterance that communicates something “inside” an individual—an 
individual’s inner belief, piety, or theological sympathies. The instrumentality of the 
acclamation is ignored at the expense of excavating an individual’s inner beliefs.273 This 
interpretation differs little from the position that Erik Peterson originally critiqued—that 
εἷς θεός was a creedal profession of monotheistic faith. It is better to analyze what the 
ritual of acclamation does rather than symbolizes. As the philosopher Giorgio Agamben 
argues, the “effect and function” of acclamations are always “more important than the 
comprehension of meaning.”274 English-speaking audience members shouting the Italian 
                                               
270 Markschies, “The Price of Monotheism,” 106. 
271 Henk Versnel, Inconsistencies in Greek and Roman Religion, Vol. 1: Ter Unus: Isis, Dionysos, and 
Hermes: Three Case Studies in Henotheism (Leiden: Brill, 1990), 35. 
272 Belayche, “Ritual Expressions of Distinction,” 147; see also Henk Versnel, ed., Faith, Hope, and 
Worship: Aspects of Religious mentality in the Ancient World (Leiden: Brill, 1981); Paul Veyne, “Une 
évolution du paganisme gréco-romain: injustice et pieté des dieux, leurs ordrres ou ‘oracles,’” Latomus 45 
(1986): 259-83.  
273 Critiques of this attitude stretch back to Jonathan Z. Smith’s Drudgery Divine: On the Comparison of 
Early Christianities and the Religions of Late Antiquity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990), 
where he demonstrates this view of ritual as deeply inflected by anti-Catholic Protestant polemics that cast 
rituals as “empty” action devoid of genuine self-reflection or state of mind. In general, interpretations of 
acclamations as primarily a vehicle for communicating the thoughts and feelings of individuals joins a 
tendency to view ritual as actions that symbolize a meaning beyond the action itself. Viewed in this way, 
ritual is a vehicle that communicates an individual’s inner cognitive processes—their convictions, 
intentions, or “sincerity.” This latter term is how Adam Seligman et al. describe this attitude toward ritual 
that “sees the ‘essential’ or constitutive arena of action…as something within the social actor or actors, 
with the external, formal ritual seen as but the marker of these internal processes.” See Adam Seligman, 
Robert Weller, and Michael Simon, Ritual and Its Consequences: An Essay on the Limits of Sincerity 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 4. 
274 Giorgio Agamben, The Kingdom and the Glory: For a Theological Genealogy of Economy and 
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word “Bravo!” at an orchestral performance probably do not know its meaning, but they 
know what the acclamation is supposed to do (i.e., compel a performer to come back on 
stage). Henk Versnel argues along similar lines, suggesting that acclamations comprise 
what linguists call “phatic language.” Phatic language is communication that does not 
describe or convey information, but rather, serves a social function. Megatheistic 
acclamations, according to Versnel, “did not have any precise ‘intended meaning’ at all, 
but expressed only a vague notion of magnification.”275   
This is not to say that the acclamation never aimed to sharpen religious difference 
or highlight monotheistic affiliation. Later Christian versions of the acclamation modify it 
to include the word µόνος or Trinitarian language. For example, a fourth-century house 
lintel from Qatura in Northern Syria declares: “Christ of God, help! One God only!”276 
Other late antique Syrian examples modify the acclamation to include the Trinity 
alongside Christian symbols such as the chi-rho or crosses. A church lintel from the 
northern Syrian town Bakirha reads, “One God and his Christ and Holy Spirit. He shall 
help them that fear him!”277 In these examples, the acclamation clearly means to 
communicate Christian affiliation in addition to protecting ecclesiastical and domestic 
space from harm. Jewish and Samaritan versions are extant as well. For example, a stone 
tablet from Binyamina near Caesarea Maritima bears a menorah, shofar, lulav, and the 
acclamation Eἷς θεὸς βοήθι Ιούδα πρεσβυτέρου ἔτους σου.278 Also, several fourth- and 
                                               
Government (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011), 232. 
275 Henk Versnel, Coping with the Gods: Wayward Readings in Greek Theology (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 299. 
276 Trombley, “Christian Demography in the Territorium of Antioch,” 74. 
277 William Prentice, Greek and Latin Inscriptions: Part III of the Publications of an American 
Archaeological Expedition to Syria, 1899-1900 (New York, 1908), inscr. 52. 
278 Di Segni, “Εἷς θεός in Palestinian Inscriptions,” 97, no. 6. Earlier editors argued that this was a 
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fifth-century inscriptions bearing εἷς θεός were built into the wall of a Samaritan sacred 
precinct on Mt. Gerizim.279 These examples demonstrate how the acclamation may have 
had specific monotheistic connotations in Jewish, Christian, and Samaritan contexts,280 
but the function of the acclamation remains the same even in these examples: a 
declaration of superiority in a competitive religious landscape. 
Such acclamations also were imagined to serve apotropaic purposes when 
shouted. This is portrayed in dramatic fashion in the sixth-century Life of Severus of 
Antioch attributed to Zacharias Scholasticus (also known as Zacharias of Mytilene).281 
Zacharias digresses from his biography of Severus to relate a personal report about 
joining an attack on a shrine of Isis in Menouthis in 485 while he studied in Alexandria as 
a student.282 According to his own report, Zacharias teamed up with a group of monks to 
break into the shrine where they discovered countless “pagan inscriptions” and “many 
idols.” One of the monks broke through the wall with an axe, and upon seeing the hoard 
of statuary and an altar bathed in blood, a fellow student named Paralius shouted “One 
God!”283 In this scenario, the megatheistic acclamation may aim to communicate 
                                               
tombstone, but Di Segni strongly disagrees because inscriptions of εἷς θεός are rare in tombs and the stone 
itself seems to have been built into the wall of the facade of a building. She posits a synagogue. 
279 Di Segni, “Εἷς θεός in Palestinian Inscriptions,” 101, no. 20-20a. For commentary on the context of 
these inscriptions see Michael Meerson, “One God Supreme: A Case Study of Religious Tolerance and 
Survival,” Journal of Greco-Roman Christianity and Judaism 7 (2010): 32-50. 
280 The word “µόνος” does not necessarily signal monotheism. For example, a gem in the Cairo Museum 
depicts Zeus, Asklepios, and Hygia with the acclamation: “µόνος θηὸς ἐν οὐρανῷ!” See Belayche, “Deus 
deum…summorum maximus,” 151. 
281The Life of Severus by Zachariah of Mytilene, translated by Lena Ambjörn (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias 
Press, 2008), 10-14; Vie de Sévere, Patrologia Orientalis II (1903), 27. 
282 For discussions of this destruction of the Menouthis Isiac shrine, see David Brakke, Demons and the 
Making of the Monk, 223-225; Edward Watts, Riot in Alexandria: Tradition and Group Dynamics in Late 
Antique Pagan and Christian Communities (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 
2010), 237-238. 
283 The Life of Severus by Zachariah of Mytilene, translated by Lena Ambjörn (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias 
Press, 2008), 10-14; Vie de Sévere, Patrologia Orientalis II (1903), 29. 
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religious affiliation, but this interpretation perpetuates modern notions of religious 
difference rather than how the ancient practitioners perceived religious difference. 
Paralius’s shout is instead an explicitly apotropaic acclamation. Zacharias explains that 
Paralius shouted this acclamation “as to eradicate the error of polytheism,”284 
underscoring the apotropaic undertones of this acclamation and the purpose for the 
acclamation. The entire story is told within the context of antidemonic warfare. The 
monks conceptualize Isis as a demon, and Zacharias describes how the inhabitants of the 
town were under the influence of demons. Shouting “there is one God!” in order to 
extirpate the demons in this temple demonstrates how Zacharias viewed the shout as an 
aggressive acclamation that aimed to nullify the power of the demonic Egyptian images 
upon discovering them. 
These performative dimensions of aggressive declarations of victory or 
superiority in a competitive religious landscape should direct how we interpret amulets or 
amuletic objects bearing megatheistic acclamations like Eἷς θεὸς. An amulet displaying a 
cross or “Christ of God, help! One God only!” does not necessarily advertise the religious 
affiliation of its wearer, but it does suggest that the wearer recognized these elements to 
be efficacious for protection.285 This genre of acclamations was inherently aggressive, 
which makes their appearance in apotropaic formulas more intelligible.  
 
                                               
284 The Life of Severus by Zachariah of Mytilene, translated by Lena Ambjörn (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias 
Press, 2008), 10-14; Vie de Sévere, Patrologia Orientalis II (1903), 29.  
285 As the scholar of early Christianity Eric Rebillard argues, religious identity was one of many 
“membership categories” for a late antique individual. Religious affiliation was not even salient at most 
times. Eric Rebillard, “Everyday Christianity in Carthage at the Time of Tertullian,” Religion in the Roman 
Empire 2, no. 1 (2016): 92. 
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III. The Performative Function of εἷς θεός: A Declaration of Superiority and 
Victory in Imperial Contexts 
In order to understand the efficacy underlying inscribing εἷς θεός on an amulet, 
we should prioritize examining the perlocutionary function of performing the acclamation 
over its lexical meaning. What did these performances do and aim to accomplish in these 
public, megatheistic performances? As demonstrated by the acclamation for Albinus in 
Aphrodisias or Sarapis from the Greek Magical Papyri, εἷς θεός was performed as a 
declaration of superiority and victory in political arenas as well as cultic settings. Among 
the earliest examples of this practice is a papyrus fragment dating to the first century CE 
that records the acclamations shouted for Vespasian upon his arrival in Alexandria 
following campaigns in Judaea. The text describes a crowd gathering in the hippodrome 
acclaiming Vespasian as “Master Caesar Vespasian! The one savior and benefactor! (εἷς 
σωτὴρ καὶ εὐεργέτης!).”286 A few lines later, he is acclaimed as “god (θεός) Caesar 
Vespasian!” Josephus, in his Vita, describes a crowd of Galileans shouting similar 
acclamations for him, calling him “the benefactor and savior of the country (εὐεργέτην 
καὶ σωτῆρα τῆς χώρας).”287 
Later textual and epigraphic evidence suggests that this practice of chanting 
megatheistic acclamations for an emperor’s triumphal entrance into a city continued well 
into late antiquity. Ammianus Marcellinus records a moment when the Emperor Julian 
was greeted with acclamations upon entering the city of Antioch:  
                                               
286 Acta Alexandrinorum, 20-21, lines 11-20. 




And as he neared the city, he was received with public prayers, as if he were 
some deity, and he wondered at the cries of the great crowd, who shouted that a 
lucky star had risen over the East.288 
 
Although Ammianus Marcellinus does not record the precise acclamations shouted by the 
crowds, acclaiming Julian “as if he were some deity” makes sense in the cultural 
framework of megatheistic performance. Although Ammianus Marcellinus may have 
intended this comment to be pejorative, unfavorably judging Julian’s acclamation as 
hubristic. But this passage hints at a social reality of Julian’s imperial acclamation. 
Milestone markers lined the road between Gerasa and Philadelphia acclaimed the 
Emperor Julian as a god. Four are extant that deploy the εἷς θεός acclamation, including:  
9 [miles]. Εἷς θεὸς Ἰουλιανός βασιλεύς νι[κᾷ]! 
8 [miles]. Εἷς θεός ν[ικᾷ], εἷς Ἰουλιανός ὁ Αὔγουστος!289 
 
The milestones date to the reign of Julian, possibly as part of infrastructure construction 
ahead of his campaign against Persia in 363.290 They join a broader epigraphic habit of 
acclaiming emperors on milestones. Acclamatory formulas appear on milestones dating a 
century before during the reign of Caracalla291 and in the decades after Julian in the reign 
of Arcadius and Honorius.292 
Some scholars have posited that the use of εἷς θεός here was part of Julian’s 
polemic against Christianity,293 but if we remember from the previous section, this 
                                               
288 Ammianus Marcellinus 22.9.14-5, trans. by J.C. Rolfe, Roman History, vol. 2, LCL (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1940), 251.  
289 C.B. Welles in C.H. Kraeling, Gerasa, City of the Decapolis (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1938), 
no. 346; Leah Di Segni, “Εἷς θεός in Palestinian Inscriptions,” 107, no. 40. 
290 Benet Salway, “Words and Deeds: Julian in the Epigraphic Record,” in Emperor and Author: The 
Writings of Julian “the Apostate,” ed. Shaun Tougher and Nicholas Baker-Brian (Swansea: The Classical 
Press of Wales, 2012), 143. 
291 Roueché, “Acclamations in the Later Roman Empire,” 185. 
292 MAMA VI: 94 and 95. 
293 For this opinion, see Christoph Markschies, “The Price of Monotheism,” 108. 
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acclamation did not necessarily communicate religious affiliation. It is more likely that 
the use of εἷς here reflects an aggressive, self-declaration of superiority as it does 
elsewhere in the Roman world. In these milestones, Julian himself is acclaimed as εἷς 
alongside other titles that communicate sovereign authority such as βασιλεύς and 
Αὔγουστος. They further deploy the νίκα acclamation discussed at length in the previous 
chapter, which declares victory over rivals.  
These milestones thus function as a permanent procession of stones acclaiming a 
victorious emperor on his entry into the city of Philadelphia. To echo the theoretical 
approach outlined in Chapter One, these inscriptions sediment the charisma of a 
triumphal procession. They make permanent two of the most popular acclamatory 
formulas that were shouted for emperors, recalling the sort of effervescent performance 
that greeted Julian upon his entrance to 
Antioch according to Ammianus 
Marcellinus. As “graphic signs”294 of 
Julian’s authority, they exert his agency 
to passersby. Strategically placed along a 
main artery linking major urban centers 
on the limes of the empire, Julian’s 
authority and victory would have been 
advertised to travelers heading into Philadelphia. The acclamatory “writing action” (as 
                                               
294 Ildar Garipzanov, Graphic Signs of Authority in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2018). 
Figure 6: Series of columns at Aphrodisias, each with 




opposed to a speech act) continues to produce effects on its audience and environment 
despite the absence of an actual crowd to shout his praises.295 
These milestones are useful comparanda to the Albinus acclamations from 
Aphrodisias. Both corpora acclaim government officials and function as materialized 
“processions” that continue to exert agency on their respective built and social 
environments. The display of the Albinus acclamations in particular demands movement 
from the audience. As discussed above, the Albinus acclamatory inscriptions are 
inscribed on a series of columns arranged in such a way that they intend for the audience 
to read them from left to right [Figure 6]. Practically, this would have required an 
individual to walk from north to south along the portico and stop before each column in 
order to read the entire series of acclamations. Both corpora sediment the performance of 
an imagined crowd shouting their praises that manipulate the bodies of audience 
members and how audience members move through space. Whether or not the Julian or 
Albinus inscriptions record a historical performance verbatim in those locations is a moot 
point because the stones continue to sustain the effects of acclamatory performance for 
anyone to see for as long as those stones stand.296 
                                               
295 There is a temporal dimension to this material agency though. The materialized adventus would have 
been more salient in 363 when Emperor Julian was campaigning against the Sasanians compared to 
decades after his death. The sedimentation of charisma thus relies, in part, on a particular historical 
moment. I thank Dr. Joseph Sanzo for pointing this out to me.   
296 It is unclear whether the above-mentioned Albinus inscriptions record (verbatim or otherwise) an actual 
public acclamation that occurred in the city of Aphrodisias sometime in the sixth century CE. Luise Marion 
Frenkel expresses doubt that literary or epigraphic descriptions of acclamatory outbursts record instances of 
literal performances. She uses the Coptic Acts of Ephesus 431 as a case study to demonstrate that records 
of acclamations may not reflect historical reality. This text describes an unruly dispute occurring in 
Constantinople as a crowd in the Great Church shouts their approval of Cyrillian bishops while attacking 
Nestorius and his followers. As with any literary source, the authors, editors, or compilers of this text aimed 
to persuade their audience. Since performances of acclamations were viewed as divinely inspired 
expressions of unanimous consent, the compilers of the Acts of Ephesus had a vested interest in 
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Apotropaic objects bearing εἷς θεός recall these imperial performances, and thus 
can be understood as sedimentations of a collectively empowering, effervescent 
performance that declares victory and superiority in a liminal or competitive scenario. 
Consider, for example, a sixth-century bronze plaque (a tabula ansata) found near Tyre 
that evokes both militaristic and imperial imagery alongside an invocation for health 
[Figure 7]. The plaque depicts a mounted, bearded figure led by another male figure. Two 
snakes flank the rider. Another snake lies below the entire scene. A wreathed Greek 
word, ὑγεία,297 stands to the right of the figure above a palm frond.298 Above the rider are 
the words εἷς θεός. The plaque appears to depict an emperor marching in a triumph or 
                                               
embellishing their narratives with copious acclamations to lend an air of credibility or authenticity to their 
description of events. As such, she concludes that ancient descriptions of acclamations are not useful for 
gleaning details about literal historical events of these performances and guarantee “only that what is 
portrayed in our sources was plausible at the time of redaction.” The argument can extend to other genres 
of acclamations. Public inscriptions or papyri bearing acclamations likewise served a political role 
advertising the unanimous support of the people for a local authority and are, in Frenkel’s estimation, 
“unreliable witnesses of the ritual.” See Luise Marion Frenkel, “The Record of Acclamations and Cries in 
the Acts of Ephesus,” in Studia Patristica Vol. LXXIV: Including Papers Presented at the Fifth British 
Patristics Conference London, 13-15 September 2014, ed. M. Vinzent and A. Brent (Leuven: Peeters, 
2016). 
297 Versions of ὑγεία appear on Syrian door lintels, including one late antique inscription found near an arch 
in a house in the town of Kapropera simply reads “Life! Health!” Transcription: “ΖΟΗΥΓΙΑ.” The 
inscription appears on an otherwise plain block. See Prentice, Greek and Latin Inscriptions, inscr. 206. It 
also appears on textual amulets calling for healing or health. A silver lamella found in Crimea reads, “You, 
Hygeia, heal Abbagaza, whom Phaispharta bore!” Translation from Christopher Faraone, The 
Transformation of Greek Amulets in Roman Imperial Times (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2018), 187. 
298 Many of these features appear elsewhere as protective elements on amulets and inscriptions. For 
comparison, consider a bronze bracelet from Jerusalem, dating to the second century: CIIP I: 764, “Bronze 
Bracelet with magic formula in Greek, late Roman.” This bracelet depicts a rider spearing a fallen foe. A 
lion and a snake appear on the band. The inscription reads: “One god, save, protect your servant Severina. 
One God who conquers evil.” Other holy rider amulets, including third- and fourth-century examples, also 
depict snakes. For third-century example see CIJ II: 1448. This is a bronze amulet from Cyzicus, Asia 
Minor. For discussions about this object, see William Horbury and David Noy, Jewish Inscriptions of 
Graeco-Roman Egypt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 228-229; Loren Stuckenbruck, 
Angel Veneration and Christology: A Study in Early Judaism and the Christology of John (Waco, TX: 
Baylor University Press, 2017), 190-191. For a fourth-century example, see IGLS 5: 2061. This is a bronze 
amulet likely from Syria or Palestine. For a discussion about this object see Campbell Bonner, “Two 
Studies in Syncretistic Amulets,” Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 85 (1942): 467-468. 
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procession of some sort.299 The figure carries a lance in his left hand and wears imperial 
clothing including a tunic, boots, and a chlamys. His horse is also richly adorned. These 
same attributes appear in depictions of emperors in the eastern Mediterranean, including 
a sixth-century Justinianic gold medallion from Cappadocia300 as well as the emperor 
depicted on the impressive Barberini ivory diptych.301 Lauding government officials was 
one of the most common uses of acclamations in late antique towns and cities in the 
eastern Mediterranean. By inscribing εἷς θεός and ὑγεία alongside an official marching in 
a procession, the object recalls and materializes one of the most common ways that εἷς 
θεός was performed and experienced. Those using this object are invited to reflect on the 
embodied experience of a triumphal procession while gazing at the object, and the 
performance that 
the object invokes 





                                               
299 This is first posited by Dalton, Catalogue of Early Christian Antiquities and Objects from the Christian 
East in the British Museum (London, 1901), no. 543. 
300 M.C. Toynbee, Roman Medallions, vol. 5 (New York: American Numismatic Society, 1944), 183. See 
also John Barker, Justinian and the Later Roman Empire (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Wisconsin Press, 
1966), 286-287. 
301 This emperor has also been interpreted as Justinian. See Antony Cutler, “Barberiniana. Notes on the 
Making, Content, and Provenance of Louvre OA. 9063,” Tesserae: Festschrift für Josef Engemann, 
Jahrbuch für Antike und Christentum, Ergänzungsband 18, 1993, 329-339. 
Figure 7: Bronze tabula ansata with εἷς θεός acclamation. British Museum: 
1900.0716.1. CC-BY-NC-SA 4.0, © The Trustees of the British Museum 
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Although the precise way that this object was used is ambiguous, we can infer its 
role as a protective object from its material and visual characteristics. The symbolism of 
the tabula ansata in particular is significant because of its association with triumphal 
processions. Tabulae ansatae were an extremely popular way to frame inscriptions in late 
antiquity.302 They appear framing text in mosaics, on monumental blocks, and small 
votives that could be hung in shrines.303 They even were used to frame aggressive, 
apotropaic formulas. A late antique inscription from a tomb from Khirbit Faris in 
northern Syria depicts a tabula ansata framing an imprecation warning tomb-robbers 
away from the body: “I will adjure you by God that no one dare to injure or disturb my 
bones!”304 Although this inscription lacks acclamatory formulas, it demonstrates how 
tabulae ansatae were used for apotropaic objects. The framing device makes the 
inscription stand out, augmenting its visuality as an effective challenge to its audience.  
Portrayals of tabula ansatae also depict them being held aloft in triumphal 
processions, including the famous relief on the Arch of Titus in which a tabula ansata 
appears amidst the spoils from the Temple of Jerusalem.305 Triumphal tabulae also 
appear depicted in late antique art including a relief sculpture from Caesarea in Algeria 
illustrating a triumphal procession of Constantine’s victory over Maxentius.306 Although 
                                               
302 Sean Leatherbury, “Framing Late Antique Texts as Monuments: The Tabula Ansata between Sculpture 
and Mosaic,” in The Materiality of Text: Placement, Perception, and Presence of Inscribed Texts in 
Classical Antiquity, ed. Andrej Petrovic, Ivana Petrovic, and Edmund Thomas (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 380-
404. 
303 For example, see the bronze votive tabula to Sarapis dating to the 2nd century CE located in the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, NYC. Object MMA 21.88.17. Sean Leatherbury, “Framing Late Antique 
Texts as Monuments,” 386. 
304 Prentice, Greek and Latin Inscriptions, inscr. 171. 
305 For more on the military function of the tabula ansata, see Sean Leatherbury, “Framing Late Antique 
Texts as Monuments,” 385. 
306 CIL 8.9356. 
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the tabula ansata is also associated with dedications or funerary inscriptions, the 
iconography on this bronze plaque strongly links it with the sort of tabulae ansatae that 
were carried on poles in military parades. This militaristic association lends the object 
additional dimensions of triumph and aggression, which may link the object to an 
intended protective function.  
Amulets bearing εἷς θεός also frequently modify the acclamations with variations 
of νικάω, again emphasizing the undertones of victory and aggression associated with 
megatheistic acclamations. This links the formula with the known stadium chant νίκα 
which was also used to acclaim emperors and government officials as demonstrated by 
the milestone inscriptions acclaiming Julian. The formula εἷς θεὸς ὁ νικῶν τὰ κακά 
appears on dozens of amulets, calling upon a deity specifically because of the deity’s 
power to conquer, vanquish, and prevail over evil or the Evil Eye. Many of these are so-
called “Solomon amulets” or “holy rider amulets,” depicting a mounted military rider 
spearing a supine foe. Examples include two bronze amulets discovered in a tomb in the 
Upper Galilee with the inscription Εἷς θεὸς ὁ νικῶν τὰ κακά around a nimbed rider on the 
obverse.307 The reverse of the second amulet depicts an evil eye being attacked by 
animals with the inscription: Ἰαω Σαβαώθ Μιχαὴλ βοήθι. 
Objects inscribed with acclamations such as εἷς θεὸς ὁ νικῶν τὰ κακά recall a 
collective performance that people experienced in a variety of public fora, but in these 
                                               
307 Di Segni, “Εἷς θεός in Palestinian Inscriptions,” 95 no. 1a and b. See also See Siegfried Seligmann, Der 
böse Blick und Verwandtes: Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des Aberglaubens aller Zeiten und Völker, 2 
(Berlin: Hermann Barsdorf, 1910), 314 and 445, fig. 231; John Elliott, Beware the Evil Eye: The Evil Eye 
in the Bible and the Ancient World, Volume 4: Postbiblical Israel and Early Christianity through Late 
Antiquity (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2017), 35. 
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examples, the acclamation plays a very specific function to aid in the user’s protection or 
healing. The formula seeks to accomplish something by its very declaration or display, 
aiming to expel demons, ward away the Evil Eye, or conquer a nebulous “evil.” Here we 
see the illocutionary and perlocutionary effects of an inscribed oral formula outlined in 
Chapter One. Inscriptions of εἷς θεὸς ὁ νικῶν τὰ κακά on amulets are actes d’écriture, to 
use the terminology of Béatrice Fraenkel.308 This means that the inscription, similar to a 
speech act, functions both as a statement and an action. The inscribed formula aims to 
defeat demons or evil by means of the declaration “εἷς θεὸς ὁ νικῶν τὰ κακά.” Both the 
spoken and the written acclamations seek to accomplish a goal that extends well beyond 
the simple propositional meaning of the words “One God.” Using Austin’s terminology 
introduced in Chapter One, this is an illocution with perlocutionary force. The utterance 
does not merely communicate meaning but aims to change something about the world. 
Although acclaiming a god or emperor as both a god and a victor is less obviously 
aggressive or apotropaic, such acclamations still convey perlocutionary force by creating 
the situation for both of those declarations to be true (i.e. declaring someone to be a god 
and victorious). A salient example of this connection between megatheistic performance 
and the realities that the acclamations are supposed to conjure is the cry of the women 
who witnessed Thecla’s miraculous survival in the stadium scene in The Acts of Paul and 
Thecla. Upon witnessing the miracle, the audience shouts Εἷς θεὸς ὁ Θέκλαν σώσας!309 
Numerous amulets and apotropaic inscriptions deploy a very similar acclamation, 
                                               
308 Béatrice Fraenkel, “Actes d’écriture: quand écrire c’est faire,” Langage et société 121–2 (2007): 101–
112. 
309 Acta Pauli, ed. W. Schubart and C. Schmidt, 1936. 
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modifying εἷς θεός with variations of σωτήρ or σώζω. A late antique bronze bracelet 
possibly found near Jerusalem displays a rider spearing a fallen figure surrounded by two 
inscriptions, one running along the band reading Εἷς θεός, σῶσον φύλαξον τήν δούλην 
σοῦ Σευηρίναν!310 Other variations modify εἷς θεός with βοηθῶν (the one 
protecting/healing). For example, a fifth-century amulet from Palestine invokes Poseidon: 
θεὸς βοηθός, Ποσείδων βοήθει.311 These qualifiers specify the type of aid expected to be 
displayed (i.e. healing, salvation, victory, protection), adapting the acclamation to better 
suit its instrumental function and situation. As an illocutionary act, declaring εἷς θεός as 
βοηθός invites that reality to occur. Inscribing that acclamation functions in the same way 
as the speech act. It is a “writing act” that creates a situation to occur by sedimenting an 
efficacious oral performance. 
 
IV. Eἷς θεός: An Aretological Acclamation 
However, these megatheistic acclamations are not simply expressions of a god’s 
or emperor’s superiority. They also frequently function as aretological and epiphanic 
acclamations, as in, the conventional response to witnessing a miracle or experiencing the 
sudden display of a god’s power or presence.312 An example occurs in the apocryphal 
Acts of John when John destroys the Temple of Artemis in Ephesus that, although 
fictional, demonstrates how some early Christians envisioned megatheistic acclamations 
                                               
310 CRAI (1892): 155; J. Germer-Durand, RB2, 1893, 214; L. Di Segni, “Εἷς θεός in Palestinian 
Inscriptions,” Scripta Classica Israelica 13, 94-115. One of the bracelet’s medallions reads, “Ε[ἷ]ς θεό[ς ὁ 
νικῶν τά] κακά.” 
311 F. Manns, “Nouvelles traces des cultes de Neotera, Serapis et Poseidon en Palestine,” Liber Annus 27 
(1977): 236-237, no. 3.  
312 On aretological acclamations, see Gerd Theissen, The Miracle Stories of the Early Christian Tradition 
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1974), 153. 
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to be the appropriate response when a god or God reveals power to an audience. The 
scene starts with John standing before a crowd of Ephesians on the anniversary of the 
temple’s foundation, challenging them to “be converted by my God, or I myself will die 
at the hands of your goddess.”313 The crowd, already aware of his abilities, tries to 
persuade John to desist but he continues. After John utters a simple prayer to God, the 
altar of Artemis suddenly splits apart, all of the offerings on it topple to the floor, and half 
of the temple collapses on a hapless priest of Artemis. The crowd is instantly convinced 
and cry out a megatheistic acclamation:  
Then the assembled Ephesians cried out, “[There is] one God of John (εἷς θεὸς 
Ἰωάννου)! One God who has mercy upon us, for you alone are God! We are 
converted now that we have seen your marvelous works! Have mercy on us, 
God!” ...But John stretched out his hands and with uplifted heart said to the Lord, 
“Glory to you, my Jesus, the only God of truth, for you gain your servants by 
elaborate means.” And having said this, he said to the people, “Rise up from the 
ground, men of Ephesus, and pray to my God, and acknowledge his invisible 
power that is openly seen, and the wonderful works that were done before your 
eyes. Artemis should have helped herself.” (Acts of John 42-43)314 
 
As with other megatheistic acclamations discussed above, the Ephesians’ acclamation 
here occurs in the context of cultic competition. John and the Ephesians are locked in a 
battle of supremacy. For the rhetorical purposes of the narrative, the acclamation “εἷς 
θεὸς Ἰωάννου” functions to demonstrate the complete victory of John’s God over the 
civic deity of Ephesus. But there is an aretological dimension to their outburst as well. 
The acclamation occurs immediately after John’s spectacular miracle. In fact, the 
                                               
313 Acts of John, 40.  
314 εἷς θεὸς Ἰωάννου, εἷς θεὸς ὁ ἐλεῶν ἡµᾶς, ὅτι σὺ µόνος θεός · νῦν ἐπεστρέψαµεν ὁρῶντές σου τὰ 
θαυµάσια· ἐλέησον ἡµᾶς, ὁ θεός. Translation from Knut Schaferdiek, “The Acts of John,” in Writings 
Relating to the Apostles; Apocalypses and Related Subjects, vol. 2 of New Testament Apocrypha, rev. 
edition, ed. Wilhelm Schneemelcher (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1992), 187-189. Translation 
modified by author.  
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narrative has the Ephesians specifically mention the miracles as part of their acclamation: 
“We are converted now that we have seen your marvelous works (θαυµάσια)!” The 
acclamation thus also serves the rhetorical function of acknowledging the miraculous 
power of John’s God.  
Crowds shouting acclamations after witnessing a miracle is a motif permeating 
ancient Greco-Roman literature, which may form the cultural backdrop of megatheistic 
formulas on amulets. The fourth- or fifth-century Acts of Philip depicts several instances 
of the aretological εἷς θεός! acclamation performed by a large crowd. A crowd challenges 
Philip to resurrect a dead man, Theophilus, saying that they will believe Philip’s God if 
the apostle succeeds. After coming back to life, Theophilus exclaims, Εἷς θεὸς ὁ 
Φιλίππου Χριστός Ἰησοῦς, ὃς ἔδωκέν µοι τὸ ζῆν!315 Shortly after, the crowds shout their 
own acclamation: Εἷς θεὸς ὁ Φιλίππου Χριστός Ἰησοῦς ὁ τοὺς νεκροὺς ἀνιστῶν!316 They 
continue with another acclamation that specifically mentions Philip’s miracles. All of the 
acclamations center around the miraculous display of power and were performed 
immediately after witnessing a miracle.  
Later Christian hagiographers also imagined megatheistic acclamations to have an 
aretological dimension. In the fifth or sixth-century hagiography of the Cypriot Saint 
Herakleidios, a crowd shouts, Εἷς θεός Ἰησοῦς Χριστός, ὁ καί νεκρούς ἐγείρων! upon 
                                               
315 Acts of Philip 6.20.11-12: “There is one god, that of Philip, Christ Jesus who has given me life.” Text 
from Julia Snyder, Language and Identity in Ancient Narratives: The Relationship Between Speech 
Patterns and Social Context in the Acts of the Apostles, Acts of John, and Acts of Philip (Tübingen, 
Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 2014), 176. 
316 Acts of Philip 6.20.14-15: “There is one god, that of Philip, Christ Jesus who raises the dead!” Text 
from Julia Snyder, Language and Identity in Ancient Narratives: The Relationship Between Speech 
Patterns and Social Context in the Acts of the Apostles, Acts of John, and Acts of Philip (Tübingen, 
Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 2014), 176. 
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witnessing the saint resurrect a deceased person.317 Another instance in the same 
hagiography again draws attention to miracles: Εἷς θεός µέγας ὁ θεός Ἡρακλείδου και 
Μνάσωνος ὁ µεγάλα σηµεῖα θοιων δι' αὐτῶν.318 Additionally, the fifth-century Life of 
Porphyry, depicts a nurse in Gaza shouting a prayer to Jesus Christ and the saint 
Porphyry to successfully deliver a baby. The audience of “pagans,” upon seeing the 
woman and baby survive childbirth, stand “stupefied” and cry out, “Great is the God of 
the Christians; great is the priest Porphyry!”319 Although these examples are 
hagiographical fiction, they point to a widespread stereotype that the genre of 
megatheistic acclamation was most readily performed and experienced during or soon 
after miraculous displays of power, especially miraculous healings.   
Νίκα also appears as an aretological acclamation in hagiographic literature. In the 
Life of Hilarion, Jerome describes how Hilarion helped a Gazan Christian charioteer to 
best a devotee of the local god Marnas. While the pagan strengthened his horses with 
“certain demoniacal incantations (daemoniacis quibusdam imprecationibus),”320 Hilarion 
gave the Christian charioteer water from a cup that the saint frequently used himself. 
After sprinkling the holy water over his stable, horses, and racetrack, the Christian easily 
                                               
317 F. Halkin, “Les actes apocryphes de saint Héraclide de Chypre disciple de S. Barnabé,” Analecta 
Bollandia 82 (1964): 143. For a short discussion about εἷς θεός in Cypriot materials, see Georgios 
Deligiannakis, “From Aphrodite(s) to Saintly Bishops in Late Antique Cyprus,” Authority and Identity in 
Emerging Christianities in Asia Minor and Greece, ed. Cilliers Breytenbach and Julien M. Ogereau 
(Leiden: Brill, 2018), 330-334. 
318 Halkin, “Les actes apocryphes,” 161, 162. “One great God is the god of Herakleidos and Mnason, who 
performs great signs through them.” Translation by Georgios Deligiannakis, “From Aphrodite(s) to Saintly 
Bishops in Late Antique Cyprus,” in Authority and Identity in Emerging Christianities in Asia Minor and 
Greece (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 333. It is interesting to note εἷς and µέγας appearing in the same acclamation.  
319 Mark the Deacon, Life of Porphyry, 30-31 in Lawrence Johnson (ed.), Worship in the Early Church: 
Volume 3: An Anthology of Historical Sources (Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2017). 
320 Latin text, Migne, ed., Vita Sancti Hilarionis, PL vol. 23, coll. 347-420. 
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won, eliciting a cry of victory from the crowd: “The shouts of the crowd swell to a roar, 
and the heathens themselves with one voice declare, ‘Marnas is conquered by Christ!’ 
(Marnas victus est a Christo!).” The formulaic phrase “with one voice” marks this 
exclamation as a collective acclamation. The variation on the ubiquitous stadium cry here 
has aretological and megatheistic dimensions as the declaration of the miraculous 
superiority of Christ over Marnas. The acclamation also functions as an illocutionary 
speech act, finalizing Marnas’ defeat by Christ with the very vocalization of “victus est.” 
Each of these hagiographical scenes draw inspiration from what may have been 
an actual practice in late antiquity: a public performance of acclaiming a deity’s 
δύναµις.321 In the episode from Aelius Aristides at the Asklepieion of Pergamon and the 
Oxyrhynchus papyrus The Miracle of Zeus-Helios, Great Sarapis mentioned above, we 
see that gatherings of people would shout megatheistic acclamations when the miracles of 
the god were displayed. Aristides reports that “Great is Asklepios!” was shouted after 
miraculous healings. The Miracle of Zeus-Helios calls on its audience to acclaim Sarapis 
after the story was read. In these performances, the acclamation functions as a testimony 
of the god’s abilities and willingness to provide aid. As with other megatheistic 
acclamations, the aretological acclamation in these texts rhetorically functions to elevate 
a particular god or saint in a competitive setting. Onlooking crowds are depicted as 
stunned and stupefied, immediately admitting their wrongheadedness for disbelieving. 
These examples demonstrate how megatheistic chants connote victory and 
superiority. In the Acts of John, the Acts of Philip, the Life of Hilarion, the Life of 
                                               
321 See Gerd Theissen, Miracle Stories of the Early Christian Tradition, 153. 
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Herakleidos, and the Life of Porphyry, crowds shout out the εἷς θεὸς acclamation shortly 
after witnessing spectacular displays of thaumaturgy. In some of these legends, such as 
the Acts of John, the acclamation is aggressive. A crowd of defeated pagans lament being 
defeated by the God of John the Apostle. In the later hagiographies, the acclamation 
works rhetorically to convey how the miracle awestruck the crowd and convinced them 
of the power of God or a particular saint. As Angelo Chaniotis has argued elsewhere, 
such megatheistic acclamations function as “an important medium for the 
conceptualization of divine presence and efficacy.”322 This remains the case in later 
hagiographies. Eἷς θεὸς is a shout declaring the presence and efficacy of a holy man’s or 
God’s divine power as well as declaring victory and superiority over pagan rivals.  
 
V. Sedimenting the Aretological, Megatheistic Acclamation: Epigraphy and 
Aretology 
This aretological dimension of megatheistic acclamations renders their 
appearance on amuletic objects more intelligible. Returning to the bronze pendant amulet 
that started this conversation [Figure 4], we can see why including an exclamation like εἷς 
θεὸς ὁ νικῶν τὰ κακά might be included as part of the protective formula. As objects 
specifically designed to heal or protect, the function of these objects closely relates to the 
function of the aretological acclamation: testifying to the working of a miracle. The 
acclamation is a speech act that not only declares, “There is one God who conquers evil,” 
but also creates the context for that declaration to become true in that moment, for the 
                                               
322 Chaniotis, “Megatheism,” 135. 
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“conquering of evil” to occur in the present time. The acclamation’s association with 
victory and superiority is also salient. People in late antiquity experienced εἷς θεὸς as an 
aggressive utterance, especially in competitive contexts in which a particular god or 
government is being lauded.  
We can describe the performative efficacy of these acclamations using Austin’s 
terminology introduced in Chapter One. In the Life of Severus of Antioch, when Paralius 
shouted “there is only when God!” upon beholding a room full of demonic idols, the 
vocalization was both an illocutionary and perlocutionary speech act. The acclamation 
aimed to produce the effects that it declares (there is one God), and it also sought to 
accomplish specific effects: expunge demons from the Isiac shrine.  But we are faced 
with the same question raised with respect to the νίκα acclamation in Chapter One: how 
does the performance of εἷς θεός appertain to the materiality of an amulet inscribed with 
the acclamation?  
As discussed in Chapter One, Béatrice Fraenkel developed a theory of the 
“writing act” specifically to bridge the concepts of the performative speech act and 
performative writing.323 A “writing act” (actes d’écriture) refers to writing that 
constitutes an action. In other words, it is writing that produces effects or causes change 
in a similar manner to speech acts. A salient example that she shares is the act of dictating 
                                               
323 Béatrice Fraenkel, “Actes écrits, actes oraux: la performativité à l’épreuve de l’écriture,” Études de 
communication 29, no. 1 (2006): 69–93; “Actes d’écriture: quand écrire c’est faire,” Langage et société 
121–2 (2007): 101–112; “Catastrophe Writings: in the Wake of September 11,” in Visible Writings, 
Cultures, Formes, Readings, ed. Marija Dalbello and Mary Shaw (New Brunswick, New Jersey, London: 
Rutgers University Press, 2011), 305-318; Fanny Delbreilh, “Writing acts and writing performativity: 
Producing and disseminating leaflets,” in Writing(s) at the Crossroads: The process-product interface, ed. 
Georgeta Cislaru (Amsterdam, Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2015), 203 – 228. 
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and reading a person’s will. Oral performativity and materiality are intertwined both in 
dictating the will and reading it after the person has died. The person’s agency and 
performance continue to be active long after dictation. In this sense, the writing act is an 
extension of or an addition to the utterance.  
The materiality of writing is critical to this theory of the “writing act” in that a 
person produces an artifact when writing, which enables the performance to endure in a 
more durable form. It also enables someone to re-perform, distribute, or physically 
manipulate the performance.324 This theory is helpful in understanding the material 
efficacy of acclamatory amulets. A door lintel, gem, or amulet inscribed with εἷς θεός is a 
material object that evokes the memory of a specific type of performance, but critically, 
the inscribed acclamation is not mere, inert matter. These objects continue to convey 
material efficacy by protecting, healing, or warding away demonic incursion. In this 
respect, the inscribed megatheistic acclamation is a materialized performance that aims to 
produce the same effects of the speech act: to testify to a god’s miraculous intervention, 
superiority, or victory over competitors. To inscribe an aretological acclamation is to 
sediment the performance and to enable the effects of that performance to endure well 
after the imagined vocalization has subsided. 
A corpus of aretological inscriptions from Asia Minor dating to the first to third 
centuries CE illustrates how a sedimented megatheistic performance can continue to exert 
agency in its social and built environments. Commonly called “confession inscriptions” 
                                               
324 Fanny Delbreilh, “Writing acts and writing performativity: Producing and disseminating leaflets,” in 
Writing(s) at the Crossroads: The process-product interface, ed. Georgeta Cislaru (Amsterdam, 
Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2015), 203 – 228. 
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or “reconciliation inscriptions” by scholars, these inscriptions were erected in and around 
temples and shrines in rural regions and villages.325 The bulk of them were located in a 
group of villages one hundred kilometers east of Smyrna, though similar inscriptions 
have also been found in the environs of Pergamon, Tiberiopolis, and Eumeneia as well. 
Most of these inscriptions preserve public “confessions” to a variety of wrongdoings, 
including the desecration of sacred objects, sexual misdemeanors, property damage, or 
misusing temple precincts for a drinking party. Other stelae read like “prayers for 
justice”326 in which the person who was wronged thanks a deity for intervening and 
ameliorating a social crisis. These inscriptions thus function as public testaments to the 
god’s willingness and ability to work miracles to fix daily problems.  
A large number of these inscriptions employ megatheistic acclamations as part of 
the confession narrative. For example, a first-century stele erected in a rural Lydian 
sanctuary of the Anatolian lunar deity Mes acclaims the god for exacting justice on behalf 
of a man named Glykon:327  
  
                                               
325 For a bibliography of these confession-stelae, see M. Ricl, “The Appeal to Divine Justice in the Lydian 
Confession Inscriptions,” in Forschungen in Lydien (Asia Minor Studien 17, 1995), ed. E. Schwertheim, 
68; Aslak Rostad, “Confession or Reconciliation? The Narrative Structure of the Lydian and Phrygian 
‘Confession Inscriptions,’” Symbolae Osloenses, 77 (2002): 145-164; Eckhard Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny 
and Public Humiliation: A Suggestion for the Interpretation of the Lydian and Phrygian Confession 
Inscriptions,” Novum Testamentum 45, no. 2 (2003): 160-188; Richard Gordon, “Raising a Sceptre: 
Confession-Narratives from Lydia and Phrygia,” Journal of Roman Archaeology 17 (2004): 177-196; 
María-Paz de Hoz, “The Aretological Character of the Maionian ‘Confession’ Inscription,” in Estudios de 
epigrafía griega, ed. Martínez Fernández (La Laguna, Santa Cruz de Tenerife: Universidad de La Laguna, 
2009), 357-367; Nicole Belayche, “Functions of Writing in the Religious Epigraphy of Roman Anatolia: 
From Monumentum to Efficacious Writing,” Revue de l’histoire des religions 230 (2013): 253-272. 
326 For “prayers for justice” in late antique magical practice, see Henk Versnel, “Prayers for Justice, East 
and West: New Finds and Publications Since 1990,” in Magical Practice in the Latin West: Papers from 
the International Conference held at the University of Zaragoza, 30 Sept. – 1st Oct. 2005, ed. Francísco 
Marco Simón and Richard Gordon (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 275 – 354. 
327 For extensive analysis of this inscription, see Chaniotis, “Acclamations as a Form of Religious 
Communication,” 204; Chaniotis, “Megatheism,” 122-125; Bitner, “Acclaiming Artemis in Ephesus,” 143. 
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Great is the Mother of Mes Axiottenos! 
To Heavenly Men, Men Artemidorou ruling 
Over Axiotta, Glykon, son of Apollonius, and  
Myrtion the wife of Glykon (set up this) praise 
Because of the safety of themselves 
And of their children. 
For you showed mercy upon me, O Lord, 
When I was imprisoned. Great is your  
Holiness! Great is your justice! Great (your)  
victory! Great your acts of revenge! Great is  
The Dodekatheon which is located next to you! 
I was imprisoned 
By my brother’s son Demainetos, 
Because I abandoned my property and gave 
You my support as if to a child. 
But you locked me out and imprisoned me as 
If I were not (your uncle), but  
As if I were a criminal. Great therefore 
Is Meis ruling over Axiotta! I praise you! 
In the year 142, on the second day of the month 
Panemos.328 
 
This inscription deploys a series of megathestic acclamations proclaiming that Mes came 
to Glykon’s aid when his nephew wronged him. The stele acclaims several of Mes’s 
attributes as µέγας, including her “great justice, victory, and acts of revenge (µέγα σοι τὸ 
δίκαιον, µεγάλη νείκη, µεγάλαι σαὶ νεµέσεις).” These acclamations specifically draw 
attention to the tangible evidence of goddess’ intervention, advertising the δύναµις of the 
deity to passersby in a cultic setting. Although its original findspot is unknown, the 
inscription references a shrine of the Dodekatheon located nearby.329 This suggests that 
the stela was erected in a sanctuary in a similar manner to the aretological inscriptions 
lauding the healings of Asklepios erected in his sanctuaries. 
                                               
328 SEG 53: 1344. Translation by Brad Bitner from “Acclaiming Artemis in Ephesus,” 143-144. Originally 
published and translated by Hasan Malay, “A Praise on Men Artemidorou Axiottenos,” Epigraphica 
Anatolica 36 (2003): 13-18. 
329 Chaniotis makes this observation. Chaniotis, “Megatheism,” 124. 
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Indeed, acclaiming the δύναµις of deities appears frequently in such stelae, 
sometimes as a warning to passersby. Another aretological stele from Lydia acclaims the 
Great Meis Ouranios Artemidoros and his δύναµις, warning the audience that the god 
killed a woman who stole four denarii from her brother-in-law.330 Another example is a 
marble stele erected in the Sattai region of Lydia in which the dedicant claims that Zeus 
put him “in a deathlike” state after desecrating a sacred oak tree. The stele depicts two 
frontal figures, likely the dedicant and a priestess holding a scepter: 
Great is Zeus of the Twin Oaks! Strateoneikos son of Euangelos because of 
ignorance cut down one of the oaks belonging to Zeus Didymeites. And the god 
mobilized his own power because he [Stratoneikos] did not believe in him and 
placed him...in a deathlike condition. He was saved from great danger and raised 
the stele in gratitude. I declare that no one shall ever show contempt for his 
powers and cut down an oak.331  
 
As with Glykon’s stele (SEG 53.1344), the confession begins with a megatheistic 
acclamation: “Great is Zeus of the Twin Oaks!” It is possible that these inscriptions 
preserve the very acclamations that the dedicant would have performed at the shrine 
itself. Unlike the Albinus acclamation from Aphrodisias cited at the beginning of this 
chapter, which specifically mentions a crowd shouting the formulas, these confession-
stelae do not convey such explicit orality. Nevertheless, many of these inscriptions 
exhibit clear oral signals marking these objects as performances. The repetition of the 
word µέγας in particular signals the performative genre that the audience was intended to 
recall. Other inscriptions from this corpus imply an audience is present too. One 
                                               
330 Peter Herrmann and Hasan Malay, New Documents from Lydia (Vienna: Austrian Academy of Science 
Press, 2007), no. 51. 
331 SEG 28: 914. Translation from David Konstan, Before Forgiveness: The Origins of a Moral Idea 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 88-89. 
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inscription dating to the second or third century, after confessing to a sin of “defilement” 
to Apollo, reads: “I proclaim to all that nobody shall show contempt for the gods!”332 An 
audience is implicated in the inscription’s declaration. 
Such a performance would indeed have been a striking public demonstration of 
penance in a small village. In his analysis of the confession-stelae corpus, Richard 
Gordon suggests that individuals and families named on the stele may have suffered 
social consequences, including the loss of status or facing ridicule from neighbors.333 
Indeed, we can recreate the social settings behind the crises mentioned in these 
inscriptions—the gossip that must have flown between community members, the 
embarrassment that the dedicant must have felt, and the role temple functionaries or 
village leaders played in the process of creating and erecting the inscription. For example, 
one particularly embarrassing inscription erected by a certain slave named Theodoros 
goes to great length to confess the names of the unmarried women with whom he had 
sex.334 The inscription proceeds to list the specific sacrifices he was required to perform 
in order to expiate himself from the wrath of Zeus. The inscription ends with a warning 
from Zeus: “Look! I have blinded him [Theodoros] for his sins. But since he has 
appeased the gods and written down his sins on this stele, he takes salvation.” This 
inscription is not simply a public confession. As Angelos Chaniotis points out, it 
resembles a public litigation with two actors: the dedicant and Zeus himself: 335 
                                               
332 Georg Petzl, Die Beichtinschriften Westkleinasiens, Bonn, 1994 (Epigraphica Anatolica 22).  
333 Gordon, “Raising a Sceptre,” 179. 
334 Hasan Malay, “New Confession-Inscriptions in the Manisa and Bergama Museums,” Epigraphica 
Anatolica 12 (1988): 151-152. 
335 I use the transcription and translation by Angelos Chaniotis, “Under the watchful eyes of the gods: 
divine justice in Hellenistic and Roman Asia Minor,” in The Greco-Roman East: Politics, Culture, Society, 
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THEODOROS: Because I have been brought by the gods to my senses, by Zeus and the 
Great Mes Artemidorou (I have atoned or I have set up this inscription). 
 
ZEUS: I have punished Theodoros on his eyes for his offences. 
 
THEODOROS: I had sexual intercourse with Trophime, the slave of Haplokomas, the 
wife of Eutychis, in the praetorium. 
 
ZEUS: He takes the first sin away with a sheep, a partridge, a mole. 
Second sin 
 
THEODOROS: While I was a slave of the gods of Nonnos, I had sexual intercourse with 
the flutist Ariagne. 
 
ZEUS: He takes away with a piglet, a tuna, a fish. 
 
THEODOROS: For my third sin I had sexual intercourse with the flutist Aretousa. 
ZEUS: He takes away with a chicken, a sparrow, a pigeon. A kypros of barley and wheat, 
a prochus of wine, a kypros of clean (?) wheat for the priests, one prochus. 
 
THEODOROS: I asked for Zeus’s help. 
 
ZEUS: Look! I have blinded him for his sins. But, since he has appeased the gods and has 
erected the stele, he has taken his sins away. Asked by the council, (I respond that) I am 
kindly disposed, if he sets up my stele, on the day I have ordered. You may open the 
prison. I set the convict free after one year and ten months. 
 
The back-and-forth confession reads like a trial as Theodoros is forced to confess his 
sexual misdemeanors in front of his fellow community members. Zeus makes an 
appearance himself, declaring the punishment he exacted on Theodoros and the offerings 
that were sacrificed to expiate the offender. Georg Petzl, one of the original editors of this 
corpus of confession-stelae, argued that this inscription preserves an actual trial and the 
entire drama played out in the sanctuary itself. As a temple slave, Theodoros would have 
been at the mercy of a council of priests, and Zeus may have been impersonated by a 
                                               
ed. Stephen Colvin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 28. The editors insert the names 
Theodoros and Zeus to highlight the back-and-forth nature of the inscription; however, these are not 
present in the original inscription and are only inferred. 
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temple functionary.336  
However, whether or not these inscriptions preserve actual rituals performed 
before an audience, the social effects of these inscriptions remain operative by their mere 
display. As with many of the stelae from this corpus, Theodoros’ confession employs a 
variation of the phrase στηλλογράφειν τὰς δυνάµεις τοῦ θεοῦ / τῶν θεῶν that declares the 
expressed purpose of these inscriptions: “to make permanent the manifestation of divine 
power.”337 With Zeus participating in the materialized trial himself, the inscription is both 
performative and epiphanic. Zeus’s words are memorialized for all to see as he makes an 
appearance in the trial. Similarly, in the dedication of Strateoneikos confessing to 
destroying a sacred oak, the inscription focuses in particular on Zeus’s δύναµις. It stands 
as a testament to his miraculous intervention.  
In this sense, these stelae exert object agency on their audiences. They play a role 
in shaping how people experienced the cultic spaces where the stelae were erected. 
Visitors to the sanctuary of Mes or Zeus of the Twins Oaks are faced with an acclamation 
that serves as a public testament declaring the gods’ abilities and willingness to intervene 
in a social crisis and ameliorate the situation through supernatural means.  The 
inscriptions sediment the original declaration and continues to exert that performance in 
material form. In the stele dedicated by Stratoneikos, the dedicant speaks in the first 
person, warning his audience of Zeus’ power. The material agency of the inscription 
                                               
336 G. Petzl “Sünde, Stafe, Wiedergutmachung,” Epigraphica Anatolica 12, 1988, 163-165; Petzl 1994, 10-
11. For more discussion on this theory, see Angelos Chaniotis, “Under the watchful eyes of the gods: 
divine justice in Hellenistic and Roman Asia Minor,” in The Greco-Roman East: Politics, Culture, Society, 
ed. Stephen Colvin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 1-43. 




manifests in how the inscription regulates the behavior of visitors to the shrine. The 
inscription warns, chides, and mentors visitors.338 It further aims to coerce the audience to 
regulate their behavior with the knowledge that Zeus or Mes could punish them.339 These 
warnings take the form of oral performances, public declarations of transgressions 
alongside public acclamations of particular deities. Real or imagined, these sedimented 
performances continue to produce effects in their social environments. 
 
VI. Agency of the Materialized Megatheistic, Aretological Acclamation 
Literary and epigraphic attestations of the megatheistic acclamations εἷς and 
µέγας demonstrate that these utterances were closely tied to the display of miraculous 
power. The vocalizations function variably as a supplication for miracles, a testimony to 
the working of a miracle, or the stupefied praise of a crowd witnessing a miracle. 
Aretological acclamations comprise a literary trope with crowds shouting these formulas 
when witnessing a miracle, and individuals would erect inscriptions praising a deity for 
working a miracle. In short, the “greatness” of a deity is directly correlated with their 
display of miraculous power, whether that power is manifested as healing a sickness or 
killing a rival. How does this ritual context of εἷς θεός and megatheistic acclamations in 
general further our understanding of their appearance on magical objects such as the 
obstetrics amulet cited at the start of this chapter? 
Other examples discussed in this chapter function as sedimentations of public 
                                               
338 Gordon, “Raising a Sceptre,” 179. 
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performances. The milestone markers between Gerasa and Philadelphia that acclaim 
Julian as εἷς θεός extend a triumphal adventus on the emperor’s way into the city. But 
rather than human actants standing on the side of the road acclaiming him, performances 
of the acclamation line the road as stone markers. They declare Julian as already having 
achieved victory, inscribing an illocution that creates that victorious reality. Similarly, the 
inscribed megatheistic acclamations of the Lydian confession-stelae declare Mes and 
Zeus already having worked a miracle. Although the ephemeral sound waves of the 
dedicant’s initial acclamation had dissipated, Stratoneikos’s acclamation continues to 
declare Zeus’ miraculous intervention to visitors to the sanctuary.  
Amulets, gems, and apotropaic lintel inscriptions that deploy similar megatheistic 
acclamations seem to operate on the same level. The pendant amulet discussed at the start 
of this chapter that acclaims the εἷς θεὸς ὁ νικῶν τὰ κακά sediments an illocutionary 
acclamation. The acclamation declares that the “one God” has conquered evil. The god’s 
victory has already happened, and the performance sedimented on this object expects the 
god’s victory over evil to be displayed again soon. It is an illocutionary “writing action” 
that not only declares the victory of the god but invites and anticipates the near-term 
display of its miraculous power. In other words, the acclamation εἷς θεός declares the 
deity as the guarantor of the miracle-to-be.  
Collective empowerment is evident in these objects too. Many of the literary 
accounts of megatheistic chants portray huge crowds of people. The chant for Artemis in 
the Acts of the Apostles involves a stadium full of people shouting, “Great is Artemis!” 
The Acts of Paul and Thecla depicts an audience of women shouting εἷς θεός loudly 
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enough “to make the whole city shake.”340 Aelius Aristides likewise mentions the groups 
acclaiming Asklepios in Pergamon. Rhetorically in these literary accounts, the size of the 
crowd functions as a testament to the god’s or emperor’s miraculous wonderworking and 
superiority. The crowd is a character expressing unanimous assent.  
Since εἷς θεός would have readily been experienced in groups, inscriptions of εἷς 
θεός may be specifically evoking the experience of a collective chant. The previous 
chapter outlined the role that acclamations play in a crowd’s subjective sense of their 
control over their fates—a phenomenon that social-psychologists call “collective 
empowerment.” Collective chanting works to unify a crowd and empower them to strive 
to achieve a specific goal.   
 
VII. Conclusion 
This chapter examined one of the most common collective chants in Greco-
Roman public life, εἷς θεός, and argued why it appears so frequently on protective objects 
like amulets, gems, and apotropaic lintels. I argue that these objects recall the experience 
and extend the function of a genre of public ritual that would have been experienced in 
daily life in the late Roman Empire: the megatheistic acclamation. Megatheistic 
acclamations played several roles in antiquity. Crowds chanted εἷς θεός or µέγας to 
declare the superiority or victory of a particular deity. This is an especially common 
motif in literary depictions of the acclamation in which crowds shout it before or 
immediately following the display of supernatural intervention. Crowds also chanted 
                                               
340 Acts of Paul, 38. Translation by Richard Pervo, The Acts of Paul: A New Translation with Introduction 
and Commentary (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2014), 13. 
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megatheistic acclamations in political arenas for similar reasons, to acclaim an emperor 
upon his adventus to a city or a beneficent government official for sponsoring a building 
in a city. We should interpret amulets, gems, and monumental apotropaic inscriptions 
bearing megatheistic acclamations in light of these performative functions. Although εἷς 
θεός acclamations call upon a particular god, the acclamations appear to have a more 
functional purpose, declaring the most effective (and potentially victorious) agent for 
coping with a mundane concern rather than demonstrating a special relationship with that 
deity.341  
This is not to say that declaring political or religious identity had no role in the 
performance of these acclamations. These utterances bear multiple meanings depending 
on the audience or historical situation. Studies on the sociology of acclamation have 
focused on the social and political implications of megatheistic acclamations. For 
example, Brad Bitner interprets the riotous acclamations described in Acts 19 as, first and 
foremost, as political and theological language, vocalizations that formed “a central 
aspect of public rituals that defined and reinforced a local and an imperial ideology.”342 
Seen through this lens, a crowd shouting Μεγάλη ἡ Ἄρτεµις Ἐφεσίων! carried deep 
political and theological undertones as the people pronounced their political identity as 
Ephesians and their fealty to their patron goddess Artemis. The acclamation is an 
“explosion of glory”343 that directly brings glory to Artemis and indirectly acknowledges 
the authority of Rome. 
                                               
341 On naming on amulets, see Faraone, The Transformation of Greek Amulets, 184. 
342 Bitner, “Acclaiming Artemis in Ephesus,” 141. 
343 Bitner, “Acclaiming Artemis in Ephesus,” 152. 
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I have argued that these acclamations’ connotations of victory, superiority, and 
miraculous aid underlie the perceived efficacy of megatheistic acclamations on amuletic 
objects. One of the inscriptions cited above deploys the acclamation εἷς Ζεὺς Σέραπις, 
βάσκανος λακησέτω to defend against the evil eye. Other examples include a bronze 
amulet that aimed to heal a mother’s uterus.344 A lengthy silver amulet from Beirut 
includes “One God and his Christ” as part of an invocation aiming to help a young 
woman, Alexandra, from sickness and sexual advances.345 In all of these examples, the 
function of the formula matters more than the lexical meaning the acclamation may 
convey. Artemis, Poseidon, or Christ are acclaimed not because of the wearer’s fealty to 
those specific deities, rather, they are acclaimed because they are recognized as 
efficacious for contending with specific social crises. Rivalry, childlessness, sexual 
abuse—these were practical concerns of daily life in the ancient Mediterranean, and the 
εἷς θεός acclamation served as a readily available strategy to cope with them.   
The performance of megatheistic acclamations relates to their materialized forms 
insofar as these acclamations continued to function as materialized propitiatory chants 
that supplicated a god for divine assistance and “competed for the presence of a god.”346 
The performance can also be aggressive or even apotropaic when directed against a 
competitor or foe. These effects are still operative when inscribing εἷς θεός on an amulet. 
                                               
344 British Museum OA.1374; See Alphonse Barb, “Magica Varia,” Syria 49 (1972): 346-348; Dalton, 
Catalogue of Early Christian Antiquities and Objects from the Christian East in the British Museum 
(London, 1901), 555; Spier, “An Antique Book,” 52-56.  
345 Héron de Villefosse, “Tablette magique de Beyrouth, conservée au musée du Louvre,” in Florilegium; 
ou, Recueil de travaux d’érudition dédiés a Monsieur Le Marquis Melchior de Vogüé (Paris: Impremerie 
nationale, 1909), 287-295; D.R. Jordan, “A New Reading of a Phylactery from Beirut,” Zeitschrift für 
Papyrologie und Epigraphik 88 (1991): 61-69. 
346 Chaniotis, “Acclamations as a Form of Religious Communication,” 199. 
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An amulet inscribed with “εἷς Ζεὺς Σέραπις, βάσκανος λακησέτω” competes for the 
presence of god, drawing his aid into the here-and-now against a specific evil. But when 
inscribed on an amulet, the miraculous working of the deity has not yet occurred. It is a 
preemptive aretological acclamation chanted or inscribed prior to and trusting in the 
eventual healing or protection of the wearer. Seen through the theoretical lenses of 
speech-act theory introduced in Chapter One, we can interpret these acclamations as 
illocutionary acts of performative writing, inscribed performances that create the 
conditions for the deity’s power to be soon displayed. The inscribed acclamation 
continues to radiate the charisma of the actual performance by declaring the presence and 





CHAPTER THREE: Κύριε ἐλέησον!: LITURGICAL ACCLAMATION AND THE 
PERFORMATIVE DEFENSE OF CIVIC SPACE  
  
“A psalm is a city of refuge from demons; a means of inducing help from the angels, weaponry 
for nocturnal fears…” 
Basil of Caesarea, Homily 10.2 
 
I. Introduction 
The previous two chapters argued that materialized protective formulas such as 
νίκα! and εἷς θεός! reflect acclamatory performance. Acclamations comprised a repertoire 
of verbal actions that channeled the social power of an assembly. Crowds shouted these 
acclamations in liminal situations to effect real social and material change. This 
performativity underlies their popularity as efficacious oral formulas on objects such as 
amulets. These objects recalled the memory and experience of efficacious performances 
and continued to sustain the effects of those performances in a more durable form as a 
protective object.   
The current chapter turns attention to the corpus of Christian liturgical 
acclamations that played a similar role in collectively empowering an assembly. 
Liturgical acclamations and acclamatory hymns also functioned as “verbal actions” that 
were thought to shape reality by protecting, exorcizing, or healing. Improvisations of 
liturgical formulas by artisans in the form of incantations and amulets reflected 
acclamatory, liturgical performances and were intimately tied to the public performance 
of these formulas in liminal moments and crisis situations. People experienced liturgical 
acclamations and hymns as efficacious speech acts, chanting them in the streets to quell 
earthquakes or to defeat religious rivals. They also experienced them as efficacious 
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speech acts as part of liturgical performance in churches. Acclamations were the most 
participatory part of cathedral offices when the assembly would chant or shout in a 
dialogic back-and-forth with the bishop. Using J. L. Austin’s vocabulary, these 
acclamations did not simply proclaim worship, they amounted to verbal actions with 
perlocutionary (and sometimes illocutionary) force. 
 
II. Κύριε ἐλέησον Case Study 
In his History of the Franks, Gregory of Tours describes a catastrophic plague that 
struck Rome in 590 CE. The disease, possibly bubonic plague, ravaged the population,347 
killing the pope Pelagius and causing “a great mortality among the people.”348 Soon after 
Pelagius died, the people chose Gregory to succeed him as bishop of Rome, who 
immediately launched countermeasures against the plague: 
When [Gregory] spoke these words, crowds of clergy congregated together and 
he commanded them to sing psalms for three days and beg for God’s mercy. 
Every three hours choirs of singers came to the church crying through the streets 
of the city Kyrie eleison. Our deacon who was present claimed that in the space 
of one hour, while the people uttered cries of supplication to the Lord, eighty 
people fell to the ground and died. But the bishop did not cease to urge the 
people not to cease from prayer.349 
 
Gregory enacted a multi-pronged defense against the plague: gathering monks together to 
chant psalms while simultaneously organizing choirs of singers to march through the 
                                               
347 Gregory describes the plague as inguinaria, “affecting the groin.”  
348 Gregory of Tours, Historia Francorum, 10.1.  
349 Translation by author. Text from J. Guadet and N.R Taranne (Paris, 1838), Sancti Georgii Florentii 
Gregorii, Episcopi Turonensis, Historiae Ecclesiasticae Francorum, 212: Haec eo dicente, congregatis 
clericorum catervis, psallere jussit per triduum, ac deprecari Domini misericordiam. De hora quoque tertia 
veniebant utrique chori psallentium ad ecclesiam, clamantes per plateas urbis, Kyrie eleison. Adserebat 
autem diaconus noster qui aderat, in unius horae spatio, dum voces plebs ad Dominum supplicationis 
emisit, octoginta homines ad terram conruisse, et spiritum exhalasse. Sed non destitit sacerdos tantus 
praedicare populo, ne ab oratione cessarent. 
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streets at regular intervals, shouting the acclamation Κύριε ἐλέησον! Gregory did not 
invent this strategy. He drew on a long history of performing collective public chants to 
survive or thwart real and tangible threats.350 
This episode illustrates the performative efficacy of Christian liturgical 
acclamations. Chapters One and Two examined the performative and material efficacy of 
acclamations such as νίκα and εἷς θεός. Crowds shouted and chanted these acclamations 
in different public arenas across the late Roman Empire, ranging from the hippodrome of 
Constantinople to the agora of Aphrodisias. These public demonstrations were valued, in 
part, for their functional ability to transform the lived reality of the performers. A crowd 
could depose a government official by shouting invectives against him in the 
Constantinopolitan hippodrome. Crowds could chant megatheistic acclamations for 
Asklepios to bring about a miracle from him in a competitive religious landscape. When 
studied through the lens of performance theory, acclamations are actions in and of 
themselves conveying functional benefits to the performers and not just communicating 
lexical meaning to an audience through the words.  
As demonstrated by Gregory’s anti-plague processions, we see that Christian 
liturgical acclamations and hymns were deployed for similar reasons to achieve 
functional benefits for the performers. I am using “liturgical” in this chapter to broadly 
refer to the official oral formulas of Christian ritual performance that were practiced in 
many different contexts, rather than a stricter definition referring to a specific daily order 
                                               
350 John Baldovin has argued elsewhere that liturgical processions in particular were a common response in 
the eastern Mediterranean to unusual dangers well into the ninth century. See The Urban Character of 
Christian Worship: The Origins, Development, and Meaning of Stational Liturgy (Rome: Pontifico Istituto 
Orientale, 1987), 186-189. 
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of Christian worship. Assemblies performed collective chants as part of daily services in 
churches that liturgiologists call the “cathedral office.”351 The precise prayers, hymns, 
and Scriptures that were performed differed somewhat from region to region. As the 
liturgiologist Robert Taft has argued, there was no “coherent, unified corpus of liturgical 
usages followed by all churches” during the late antique period.352 Liturgical 
performances also spilled into the streets as part of “stational liturgies.” These were 
outdoor services “at a designated church, shrine, or public place in or near a city or town, 
on a designated feast, fast, or commemoration…intended as the local church’s main 
liturgical celebration of the day.”353  
Even though the ritual contexts differed, the daily liturgical services and public 
                                               
351 Liturgiologists have also distinguished between “cathedral offices” and “monastic offices,” the latter 
referring to the order of services performed by monks in monasteries. But scholars have questioned 
whether a distinction can be made between the two or if a “purely” monastic office even existed. See Paul 
Bradshaw, “Cathedral vs. Monastery: The Only Alternatives for the Liturgy of the Hours?,” in Time and 
Community. In Honor of Thomas Julian Talley, ed. J. Neil Alexander (Washington, DC: NPM Studies in 
Church Music and Liturgy, 1990), 123-136; Robert Taft, “Cathedral vs. Monastic Liturgy in the Christin 
East: Vindicating a Distinction,” Bolletina della Badia Greca di Grottaferrata 3, 62 (2005): 173-219; 
S.S.R. Frøyshov, “The Cathedral-Monastic Distinction Revisited. Part I: Was Egyptian Desert Liturgy a 
Pure Monastic Office?” Studia Liturgica 37 (2007): 198-216.  
352 Robert Taft, The Byzantine Rite: A Short History (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1992), 24.  The 
development of Christian liturgies in late antiquity has been a matter of extensive scholarly interest for a 
century. Selected works in the history of this scholarship include: Anton Baumstark, Vom geschichtlichen 
Werden der Liturgie (1923), republished in English translation by Fritz West as On the Historical 
Development of the Liturgy (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2011); Gregory Dix, The Shape of the 
Liturgy (Westminster: Dacre Press, 1945); Massey Shepherd, Jr., “The Formation and Influence of the 
Antiochene Liturgy,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 15 (1961): 23-44; Robert Taft, Liturgy of the Hours 
(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1986); Paul Bradshaw, The Search for the Origins of Christian 
Worship: Sources and Methods for the Study of Early Liturgy (London: SPCK, 1992); Maxwell Johnson, 
“Origins of the Anaphoral Sanctus and Epiclesis Revisited: The Contribution of Gabriele Winkler and its 
Implications,” in Crossroad of Cultures: Studies in Liturgy and Patristics in Honor of Gabriele Winkler, 
ed. H. J. E Velkovska and Robert Taft, Orientalia Christiana Analecta 260 (Rome: Pontifical Oriental 
Institute, 2000), 405-442; Wendy Mayer, “The Changing Shape of Liturgy: From Earliest Christianity to 
the End of Late Antiquity,” in Liturgy’s Imagined Past/s: Methodologies and Materials in the Writing of 
Liturgical History Today, ed. Theresa Berger and Bryan Spinks (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press: 2013), 
275-302. 
353 Baldovin, The Urban Character of Christian Worship, 37. 
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processions in Constantinople, Antioch, Jerusalem, and elsewhere employed a shared 
vocabulary of acclamations in the form of formulaic vocalized chants consisting of only a 
few words that punctuated longer sequences that might include hymns or prayers.354 
These included Κύριε ἐλέησον along with other popular formulas such as amen, 
hallelujah, maranatha, and the trisagion (“holy, holy, holy”). The scholar of early 
Christian liturgy Michael Jonas describes these speech acts as mikroliturgies, the nuclei 
or building blocks of liturgies that act as anchor points around which longer units of 
prayer are built.355 These acclamations tend to occur at transition points in liturgical 
orders. These are sections that marked change or movement between distinct parts in a 
liturgical sequence.356 The trisagion, for example, appears at a climactic moment before 
the Anaphora in both Egyptian and Syrian liturgies.357  
During liturgical processions and transition points in official services, 
acclamations were the primary way that the audience would have taken an active role in 
                                               
354 Michael Jonas, Mikroliturgie: Liturgische Kleinformeln im frühen Christentum, Studien und Texte zu 
Antike und Christentum 98 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2015), 1. 
355  Jonas emphatically argues against using “acclamation” as a blanket term to categorize all of these 
“microliturgies.” He instead uses the term “formula” broadly defined as a “fixed linguistic sequence” (9). 
Jonas argues that “acclamation” is too strict of a category and that scholars limit the use-cases of these 
formulas by labeling them all as “acclamations.” Even if some formulas such as “Hallelujah!” and 
“Amen!” are “acclaimed,” he argues, they are better defined as “affirmation formulas” (10).  Jonas’ 
position, though, appears to be predicated on too strict a definition of acclamation. As demonstrated in 
Chapter One, acclamations served a wide range of functions—e.g., affirming an emperor’s authority, 
decrying a political opponent, responding to a bishop. “Acclamation” refers to the context and 
circumstances of how a speech act was produced—rhythmic, loud slogans produced by a crowd. Scholars 
can use any number of adjectives to qualify the function that an acclamation plays rather than falling back 
on an even broader term such as “formula.” Henk Versnel, for example, qualifies εἷς θεός as an 
“acclamatory elative.” See Versnel, “One God: Three Greek Experiments in Oneness,” in One God or 
Many?, ed. B. Nevling Porter (Transactions of the Casco Bay Assyriological Institute, 2000), 299. 
356  Robert Taft, “The Structural Analysis of Liturgical Units: An Essay in Methodology,” Beyond East and 
West: Problems in Liturgical Understanding (Washington, D.C.: Pastoral Press, 1984), 160-161. 
357  On the development of the Sanctus in Egyptian and Syrian liturgies, see Robert Taft, “Interpolation of 
the Sanctus into the Anaphora: When and Where?” Orientalia Christiana Periodica 57 (1991): 281-308. 
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liturgies. Acclamations were the formulas that congregations chanted or shouted in 
unison in a dialogic performance with the bishop. For example, the fourth-century 
Apostolic Constitutions, which records liturgical services performed probably around 
Antioch, implies that the congregation chanted Κύριε ἐλέησον before the Eucharist as a 
response to the prayer for the catechumens.358 Similarly, amen was an acclamation that 
functioned as a form of antiphonal dialogue between the congregation and the bishop. 
This public participation leads Jonas to label acclamations as the “smallest blocks of 
worship communication” in the liturgy, providing a means for the people to dialogue not 
only with their co-participants and bishop but even with God.359        
But these acclamations did not merely function as “worship communication.” 
Viewing liturgical performance through the lens of performativity draws attention to how 
liturgical acclamations, in practice, amounted to verbal actions that aim to regain agency 
during liminal situations.360 In the aforementioned scenario from History of the Franks, 
Gregory employed psalms and the acclamation Κύριε ἐλέησον in an attempt to ward 
away a plague afflicting the population. This is an example of liturgical speech-in-action 
that is reflected throughout ecclesiastical literature. Late antique homilies, histories, and 
                                               
358 See John Baldovin, “Kyrie Eleison and the Entrance Rite of the Roman Eucharist,” Worship 60 (1986): 
336. 
359 Jonas, Mikroliturgie, 364. 
360 There is a rich bibliography of cross-cultural studies on liturgy and performance theory. Selected works 
include: Stanley Tambiah, A Performative Approach to Ritual (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979); 
Erika Werlen, Studien der Datenerhebung in der Dialektologie (Wiesbaden: Steiner, 1984); Catherine Bell, 
Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 72-76; Aad de Jong, 
“Liturgical Action from a Language Perspective about Performance and Performatives in Liturgy,” in 
Discourses in Ritual Studies, ed. Hans Schilderman (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 111-145; Claire Maria Chambers 
Blackstock, “The Rhetoric of Ritual: Transformation as revelation and congregational liturgical dance as 
performance theory,” Performance Research 13, no. 3 (2008): 100-108; Theodore Vial, Liturgy Wars: 
Ritual Theory and Protestant Reform in Nineteenth-Century Zurich (New York: Routledge, 2004). 
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hagiographies demonstrate that ecclesiastical authorities idealized the performance of 
certain liturgical acclamations and hymns as collectively empowering formulas that could 
produce all manner of supernatural effects. An assembled crowd chanting Κύριε could 
extinguish a plague or vanquish a heretical rival through their performance.  
In these episodes, the liturgical acclamation does not simply proclaim worship or 
reflect the internal piety of devotees. As a verbal action, it functions as a vocalized 
strategy to focus their activities against a common foe. This chapter will also demonstrate 
that this idealized efficacy of collective liturgical performance could extend to specific 
places in the built, urban landscape such as the streets, agoras, and city walls. Late 
antique accounts describe crowds performing liturgical acclamations and hymns as part 
of public processions marching through the streets of major urban centers like Jerusalem, 
Antioch, and Constantinople in order to defend the populations from harm. This 
idealization of liturgical performances as portable, collective, protective measures makes 
their appearance on amulets more understandable. These formulas were broadly viewed 
as empowering, unifying, and efficacious to enable real change for the benefit of the 
performers. Inscribing liturgical formulas on an amulet or amuletic door lintel aimed to 
recall the memory of these efficacious performances and materialize them for continued 
use even after the performance has ceased. 
 
III. Liminality in Acclamatory Performance 
Gregory of Tours organized choirs shouting the liturgical acclamation Κύριε 
ἐλέησον as part of his defense of Rome from a plague. This acclamation was one of the 
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most common outcries in response to danger in Roman literature centuries before it 
became a mainstay in Christian liturgies. In a diatribe against divination, the first- and 
second-century Stoic philosopher Epictetus offhandedly mentions individuals chanting 
the invocation, “Lord, have mercy upon me [Κύριε ἐλέησον]: suffer me to come off 
safe!”361 as a supplication to protect oneself from harm. In the second-century novel 
Leucippe and Clitophon, the main character cries out to Poseidon for protection after 
having been shipwrecked: “Have mercy, Master Poseidon!”362 In 541, the Christian 
chronicler John Malalas reported that the city of Constantinople was thrown into disarray 
when a woman “went into ecstasy one night” and prophetically pronounced that the city 
would be swallowed by the sea in three days. The city population immediately took to the 
streets: “Everyone went in processions of prayer and chanted, ‘Lord, have mercy!’ for 
reports were circulating that many cities had been swallowed up.”363 These examples 
demonstrate that by the time Gregory was organizing his own processions in the late sixth 
century, Κύριε ἐλέησον had already been part of the koine of efficacious acclamations for 
centuries. The scene that Malalas describes mirrors Gregory of Tours’s own organization 
efforts in particular with crowds taking to the streets shouting Κύριε ἐλέησον following 
reports of disaster.  
This may reflect a broader tradition to perform this acclamation outdoors both in 
                                               
361 Epictetus, On Divination 2.7.13: “κύριε, ἐλέησον: ἐπίτρεψόν µοι ἐξελθεῖν.” Greek from Epicteti 
Dissertationes ab Arriano digestae, ed. Heinrich Schenkl (Leipzig: B.G. Teubner, 1916).  
362 Achilles Tatius, Leucippe and Clitophon 3.5.4: "ἐλέησον δέσποτα Πόσειδον." Translation by John J. 
Winkler in Collected Ancient Greek Novels, ed. B. P. Reardon (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1989), 211. This example employs the honorific Δέσποτα rather than Κύριε, but the two acclamations are 
undoubtedly related. 
363 John Malalas, Book 18.90. Translation by Elizabeth Jeffreys, Michael Jeffreys, and Roger Scott, The 
Chronicle of John Malalas: A Translation (Leiden: Brill, 1986). 
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liturgical and imperial ceremony. By the late fourth century, the Κύριε acclamation was 
incorporated as a popular formula in Christian liturgies. In her travelogue, the pilgrim 
Egeria reported that choirs of boys chanted it repeatedly at evening prayers within the 
Anastasis in Jerusalem.364 In this Jerusalem rite, after a period of chanting hymns and 
prayers, a deacon started to call out names of those present with a choir responding with 
the Κύριε ἐλέησον acclamation after every name: 
And one of the deacons makes the commemoration of individuals, as is the 
customary practice. And every time the deacon says the name of an individual, 
very many children stand, responding every time Κύριε ἐλέησον, though we say 
“Have mercy, Lord” (miserere Domine). Their voices are endless.365 
 
Egeria’s editorial remark that their voices are “endless” (voces infinitae sunt) suggests 
that the choirs repeated the acclamation many times.366 Other early Christian sources 
suggest that certain acclamations were chanted dozens of times, and stenographers 
troubled themselves to record the precise number of times any particular acclamation was 
performed in meeting minutes.367 A Syriac codex called Rahmani Syr. 33368 records 
fragments of a late sixth-century liturgical order that describes how crowds shouted 
                                               
364 Egeria 24.5. Latin text from Journal de voyage: Itinéraire, ed. P. Maraval. SC 296 (Paris: Cerf, 1982). 
365 Egeria is ambiguous about whose names the deacon mentions, but Bryan Spinks theorizes that the 
deacon is naming attendees of the liturgy. For translation, see Spinks, The Place of Christ in Liturgical 
Prayer: Trinity, Christology, and Liturgical Theology (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2008), 151-152.  
366 Some translators have translated this as their voices being “very loud.” See Egeria’s Travels, 3rd ed., ed. 
J. Wilkinson (Warminster: Aris & Phillips, 1999), 143. 
367 For example, in one of his letters, records the acclamations shouted at the election of a bishop of Hippo. 
Letter 213.6: The people cried out, “So be it, so be it!” They said this fifteen times. They said twenty-eight 
times, “It is right and proper!” They said fourteen times, “So be it, so be it!” They said twenty-five times, 
“He has long been worthy of this! He has long deserved this!” They said thirteen times, “We are grateful 
for your judgment!” They said eighteen times, “Hear us, O Christ! Protect Heraclius!” Translation by 
Roland Teske, S.J., The Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century, Letters 211-270 
(Hyde Park, New York: New City Press, 2005), 35. 
368 Sebastian Brock, “An Episcopal Adventus in Syriac,” in A Journey along the Christian Way: Festschrift 
for the Right Rev. Kallistos Ware on His 85th Anniversary, ed. Elena Ene D-Vasilescu (Beau Bassin, 
Mauritius: Scholars Press, 2018), 52-61. For the Syriac text: Ignatius E. Rahmani, ed., Studia Syriaca, 3 
(Charfeh: Typis Patriarchalibus in Seminario Scharfensi, 1908), 1-4. 
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Κύριε ἐλέησον when a bishop and his entourage arrived at a provincial town in Syria: 
Once they reach the Great Gate and the community, the deacon makes the 
proclamation, and after the proclamation the people say Kyrie eleison ten 
times.369  
 
The scene described in Rahmani Syr. 33 implies that outbursts of Κύριε ἐλέησον 
punctuated daily life in the late antique villages of Syria on a periodic basis. These loud 
performances were experienced both in outdoor liturgical rites lead by a bishop as well as 
during spontaneous gatherings such as the scenario described by Malalas in 
Constantinople. 
The acclamation may also have been experienced outdoors during rituals 
associated with the imperial cult of the Roman emperor.370 Cassius Dio records an 
incident in 217 when the emperor Macrinus Augustus appointed his son Diadumenianus 
as Caesar. During a celebration for his son in the hippodrome, the crowd devolved into 
acclamatory invectives against the appointment, shouting a Κύριε acclamation for Zeus 
instead: 
The crowd, because they could obscure their identity at the contest and by their 
numbers, gained the greater boldness, raised a loud cry at the horse-race…; they 
uttered many lamentations, asserting that they alone were destitute of a leader, 
destitute of a king; and they invoked the name of Zeus, declaring that he alone 
should be their leader and uttering aloud these words: “As a Lord [Κύριε] you 
were angry, as a father have mercy on us [ἐλέησον]!”371 
 
                                               
369 Rahamani Syr. 33. Translation by Sebastian Brock, “An Episcopal Adventus in Syriac,” in A Journey 
along the Christian Way: Festschrift for the Right Rev. Kallistos Ware on His 85th Anniversary, ed. Elena 
Ene D-Vasilescu (Beau Bassin, Mauritius: Scholars Press, 2018), 52-61. 
370 Franz Joseph Dolger, Sol Salutis Gebet und Gesang im christlichen Altertum, Liturgiewissenschaftliche 
Quellen und Forschungen, 4/5 (Munster: Aschendorff, 1925), 77-82; John F. Baldovin, “Kyrie Eleison,” 
335. 
371 Cassius Dio, Roman History, Book 79.20. Translation by Earnest Cary (modified by author), Loeb 
Classical Library, Dio’s Roman History IX (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1955): ὁ δὲ δῆµος, ἅτε 
καὶ ἐν τῇ ἀγωνίᾳ λανθάνων καὶ ὑπὸ τοῦ πλήθους σφῶν µᾶλλον θρασυνόµενος, µέγα ἀνεβόησεν ἐν τῇ τῶν 
τοῦ Διαδουµενιανοῦ γενεθλίων ἱπποδροµίᾳ, ἣ τῇ τετάρτῃ καὶ δεκάτῃ τοῦ Σεπτεµβρίου ἡµέρᾳ ἐγίγνετο, 
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Cassius Dio writes that the crowd laments that they have no leader or king, a direct slight 
against Macrinus Augustus and his son, who were presiding over the race. Dio proceeds 
to describe how the equestrian and senatorial orders in the crowd tried to shout out 
obsequious acclamations for the emperor and his son: “Oh, what a glorious day is this! 
What noble rulers!” But the main mob drowns them out, turning their acclamations 
toward Zeus instead, proclaiming the god as Κύριε. It is possible that this was a 
conventional honorific intended for an emperor, but the crowd inverted it for a god 
instead.372 The final acclamation itself is an expanded version of Κύριε ἐλέησον. It is a 
double acclamation with possible antiphonal or sing-song qualities to it. One side shouts, 
“As a Lord, you were angry,” with the other side shouting, “as a father, have mercy on 
us!”373 
Κύριε ἐλέησον thus shares many of the same performative characteristics of νίκα 
and εἷς θεός. All three acclamations—νίκα, εἷς θεός, and Κύριε ἐλέησον —were loud, 
rhythmic chants that crowds performed outdoors in a variety of public contexts (e.g., a 
stadium, the streets, the city gate). Κύριε ἐλέησον also shares the aretological and 
epiphanic qualities of νίκα and εἷς θεός. The previous chapters explored instances of 
crowds shouting νίκα and εἷς θεός in response to displays of miraculous power. During a 
dramatic moment in the apocryphal Acts of John, John suddenly destroys the Temple of 
Artemis with a single prayer, toppling the entire structure to the dismay of an onlooking 
                                               
ἄλλα τε πολλὰ ὀδυρόµενος καὶ λέγων µόνους τῶν πάντων ἀνθρώπων ἑαυτοὺς δὴ ἀπροστάτους 
ἀβασιλεύτους εἶναι: τόν τε Δία ἀνεκάλουν ὡς δὴ καὶ µόνον σφῶν ἡγησόµενον, καὶ δὴ καὶ αὐτὸ τοῦτο εἶπον 
ὅτι ‘ὡς κύριος ὠργίσθης, ὡς πατὴρ ἐλέησον ἡµᾶς.’  
372 Spinks, The Place of Christ in Liturgical Prayer, 148. 
373 Bryan Spinks theorizes this antiphonal performance of the acclamation. See Spinks, The Place of Christ 
in Liturgical Prayer, 147. 
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crowd. The Ephesians burst out in a litany of acclamations proclaiming the power of 
John’s God: “One God of John! We are converted, now that we have seen your 
marvelous works! Have mercy on us, O God, according to your will, and save us from 
our great error!”374 In addition to an εἷς θεός acclamation, the crowd shouts out a 
variation of the Κύριε ἐλέησον acclamation which reads like a supplication for protection 
and salvation. The crowd cries out the acclamation in abject fear as they tear their 
clothing, weep, or even flee. Although Κύριε ἐλέησον does not feature prominently in the 
late antique magical tradition, only appearing in one Graeco-Egyptian magical text,375 
late antique populations appear to have associated with miraculous efficacy as a 
ubiquitous feature in miracle stories as a verbal action with the ability to quell 
earthquakes, end plagues, or heal a sick person.       
Hagiographies, in particular, may preserve a cultural memory of performing 
Κύριε ἐλέησον before or immediately following disasters. The vita of St. Euthymius 
describes massive crowds from the environs of Jerusalem gathering during a drought to 
petition the holy man to intervene. They process shouting the Κύριε ἐλέησον: 
In this situation an immense crowd gathered from the holy city and the 
surrounding villages on the octave of the holy Theophanies, especially since they 
had heard that the great Euthymius, according to his custom, was about to set off 
for the utter desert. On their arrival, they cried aloud the Κύριε ἐλέησον, as they 
                                               
374 Acts of John 42, from New Testament Apocrypha, 2: Writings Relating to the Apostles, ed. E. Hennecke 
and W. Schneermelcher, trans. R. McLachlan Wilson (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1992), 
188. 
375 Ágnes Mihálykó, “Greek and Coptic in the Late Antique Christian Magical Tradition,” Sapiens Ubique 
Civis: Proceedings of the Internation PhD Student Conference in Classical Studies, ed. János Nagyillés et 
al. (Budapest : ELTE Eötvös-József-Collegium, 2015), 339. The text in question is Suppl. Mag. II 61, a 
curse preserved on a late antique papyrus from Egypt located at the Institut Français d’Archéologie 
Orientale, Cairo. It reads: “Holy God, Gabriel, Michael, give me satisfaction. Great lord God, strike down 
Philadelphe; and her children, lord lord lord God God, strike them down with her. Jesus Christ, have mercy 
and hear me, lord.” 
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carried the crosses of the nearby villages.376 
 
This use of Κύριε ἐλέησον functions similarly to the aretological, megatheistic 
acclamations described in the previous chapter. These are acclamations shouted in an 
attempt to elicit a miracle or shouted closely after witnessing a miracle to laud the display 
of miraculous power. As with other acclamations, crowds performed these formulas for 
pragmatic reasons and not necessarily to convey semantic meaning to other people. The 
hagiography of Theodore of Sykeon depicts a legendary account of a crowd shouting 
Κύριε ἐλέησον after witnessing the saint healing a mute girl. Grabbing hold of her 
tongue, Theodore made the sign of the cross over it and forced her to drink some water. 
As soon as she was healed, “the crowd for a long time continued to shout the Κύριε 
ἐλέησον.”377 In the Miracles of St. Artemios, an onlooking crowd breaks into shouts of 
Κύριε ἐλέησον after witnessing the saint heal a stage actor’s hernia: “They were 
astonished and raising their hands cried out, ‘Lord have mercy!’ for a long time and 
glorified God on account of His holy martyr Artemios.”378 
The Life of Daniel the Stylite relates a story in which Daniel heals a leper with the 
aid of a crowd performing the acclamation Κύριε ἐλέησον. After the leper approaches the 
saint, begging for healing, Daniel turns to the attending crowd and instructs them to 
                                               
376 Cyril of Scythopolis, Lives of the Monks of Palestine, translated by R.M. Price (Kalamazoo, MI: 
Cistercian Publications, 1991), 34-35.  
377 Life of Theodore of Sykeon. From Three Byzantine Saints: Contemporary Biographies of St. Daniel the 
Stylite, St. Theodore of Sykeon, and St. John the Almsgiver, trans. Elizabeth Dawes (London: Blackwell, 
1948), 95. 
378 Miracle 17 in The Miracles of St. Artemios: A Collection of Miracle Stories by an Anonymous Author of 
Seventh-Century Byzantium, ed. and trans. Virgil Crisafulli, John Nesbitt, and J. F. Haldon (Leiden: New 
York, 1997), 113-115. See also miracles 3, 6, and 14. 
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“stretch forth their hands to heaven and with tears to cry aloud the Κύριε ἐλέησον.”379 
Only when he deemed that the crowd had shouted long enough did he complete the 
healing with an invocation to Jesus Christ.  
A similar scene occurs in the Life and Miracles of Saint Basil.380 In the story, a 
boy signs a contract with the devil in order to try to seduce the daughter of a government 
official named Proterius. A cadre of “demons of fornication” immediately drive the 
daughter to burn with lust for the boy. Dismayed by his daughter’s sudden turn, Proterius 
enlists the help of the Cappadocian Basil to remedy the situation. Basil organizes a public 
liturgical performance to free the boy from the clutches of the devil. The crowd spends 
the night crying Κύριε ἐλέησον before leading the boy into a basilica “with psalms and 
hymns.” Although the devil makes a final attempt to seize the boy during this 
intervention, Basil renews the attack by leading a fusillade of shouts of Κύριε ἐλέησον 
from the crowd. As with The Life of Daniel the Stylite, the acclamation Κύριε ἐλέησον 
functions as an efficacious slogan. Rather than a celebratory cry after a miracle, it is a 
requisite part of the ritual performed before the outcome in order to bring about the 
miracle.        
Hagiographies are problematic sources, but these stories cannot simply be 
dismissed as mere fantasy with little utility for describing the social reality of late antique 
                                               
379 Life of Daniel the Stylite. Translation from Elizabeth Dawes, Three Byzantine Saints: Contemporary 
Biographies of St. Daniel the Stylite, St. Theodore of Sykeon, and St. John the Almsgiver (London: 
Blackwell, 1948), 74. 
380 For a full English translation of Vita et miraculi sancti Basilii, see Charles Harrell, “Saint Basil the 
Great as Icon” (PhD diss., Duke University, 1995), 163-171 and 175-225. For a discussion of its dating and 
composition, see John Wortley, “The Pseudo-Amphilochian Vita Basilii: An Apocryphal Life of Saint Basil 
the Great,” Florilegium 2 (1980): 217-239; Andrew Jacobs, Christ Circumcised: A Study in Early Christian 
History and Difference (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 174-175. 
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acclamatory practice surrounding the Κύριε ἐλέησον outcry. These texts preserve 
“religious habitus,” the customs that the ancient audience would have taken for 
granted.381 Documentary evidence clearly demonstrates that acclamations and public 
hymnody were ubiquitous in late ancient public life. Individuals in the late antique world 
of the eastern Mediterranean would have intuitively known the “correct” way to 
participate in these rituals—the correct gestures to perform or the correct volume and 
cadence to produce the vocalizations. Hagiographical depictions of public acclamations 
and hymnody should thus be regarded as sketches of authentic experiences of these 
rituals. Specifically, they should be regarded as sketches of how these vocalizations were 
viewed and in what situations crowds might have deployed them.  
Because of the nature of our sources stemming from highly stylized histories and 
hagiographies, it is impossible to analyze the psychological state of ancient people 
performing acclamations. However, the liturgiologist Bryan Spinks suggests, rightly I 
think, that acclamations employing the “ἐλέησον” imperative were shouted in “emotional 
situations of entreaty or supplication.”382 A pattern emerges from our sources in which 
Κύριε ἐλέησον and similar formulas are performed in liminal, even fraught, situations. As 
demonstrated in the various hagiographies cited above, crowds are imagined to shout 
Κύριε ἐλέησον in particular as a cry from powerless people during fraught and liminal 
situations. In the Acts of John, the hapless crowd of Ephesians cry out an ἐλέησον 
acclamation to God in an effort to save themselves after witnessing the destruction of 
                                               
381 David Frankfurter, “Hagiography and the Reconstruction of Local Religion in Late Antique Egypt: 
Memories, Inventions, and Landscapes,” Church History and Religious Culture 86, no. 1/4 (2006): 30. 
382 Bryan Spinks, The Place of Christ in Liturgical Prayer, 144.  
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their temple. In the story Leucippe and Clitophon, the main character cries out, “Have 
mercy, Master Poseidon!”383 while clinging to life after a shipwreck. In the life of St. 
Euthymius, a crowd amasses in the desert, shouting Κύριε ἐλέησον to entreat the holy 
man to assist in ending a drought. Death or severe injury is on the line, and Κύριε 
acclamations are the conventional response to contend with those fraught crises.       
Where I differ from Spinks, though, is how we should interpret the lexical 
meaning of the speech act Κύριε ἐλέησον. The meaning of the acclamation, “Lord, have 
mercy,” indeed sounds like a supplicatory cry. It has an “anxious, pleading quality”384 
that evokes the image of a crowd begging God to intervene in the liminal situation 
balanced between life and death. But as with other acclamations, the lexical meaning is of 
secondary importance to what the utterance is doing. Other acclamations such as νίκα and 
εἷς θεός were shouted in similar liminal moments, but the lexical meanings of these 
acclamations are not so obviously “supplicatory” as Κύριε ἐλέησον. Shouting νίκα when 
acclaiming a chariot team during a race is an illocutionary outcry in that it declares the 
desired outcome of the liminal situation. Similar to εἷς θεός, Κύριε in these 
hagiographical episodes is epiphanic and aretological. The aim of the acclamation is for a 
deity to manifest miraculous aid in the here-and-now. Similar to νίκα, Κύριε is 
illocutionary. By declaring, “Lord, have mercy,” a Κύριε acclamation simultaneously 
accomplishes what it declares at the moment of its vocalization. Moreover, the 
acclamation has perlocutionary effects. The utterance has real consequences, working to 
                                               
383 Achilles Tatius, Leucippe and Clitophon 3.5.4. Translation by John J. Winkler in Collected Ancient 
Greek Novels, ed. B. P. Reardon (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 211.  
384 Spinks, The Place of Christ in Liturgical Prayer, 144.  
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exorcise a demon, quell a plague, or cause an earthquake to cease. Power lies in the 
sound and performance of the words. 
Rather than a helpless supplication, the performance of Κύριε ἐλέησον is 
proactive and agential. The crowds described in these hagiographies shout Κύριε in a 
collective attempt to regain agency in a liminal situation. This understanding of crowd 
acclamations follows the function of collective speech acts described by Judith Butler in 
her book Notes Toward a Performative Theory of Assembly. Drawing on ethnographic 
observations of modern crowd demonstrations such as the Occupy Wall Street Movement 
and the Arab Spring, Butler notes how assemblies are an embodied form of resistance 
against economic precarity, political disenfranchisement, and other forms of 
vulnerability. Individuals gathered together may have little in common, but they are 
united “by their collective physical presence,”385 which, in and of itself, is an 
empowering experience. The speech acts of an assembly are the means by which the 
assembly creates “the conditions and possibilities for acting” in situations that limit the 
ability to act.386  
Seen through this lens, the Κύριε ἐλέησον performances described in the 
aforementioned hagiographies are moments of crowds exerting agency in situations in 
which their agency is being thwarted. We should reformulate liturgical performance, 
especially outdoor performances, as a conventional, ritualized response to liminality. This 
understanding draws our attention to the functionality of liturgical performance: what the 
                                               
385 James Martel, review of Notes Towards a Performative Theory of Assembly, by Judith Butler, Law and 
Literature 30, no. 2 (2018): 381.  
386 Judith Butler, Notes Towards a Performative Theory of Assembly (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2015), 63.  
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performance is trying to accomplish rather than what is being said. The very vocalization 
of certain acclamations carried perlocutionary force that could cause events to happen 
that extended beyond the semantic meaning of what was said. As the social 
anthropologist Paul Connerton has argued, liturgical formulas are not mere “verbal 
commentary on an action external to itself.”387 These formulas amount to action that put 
“something into practice.”388 In the case of Κύριε ἐλέησον, it is an example of speech-in-
action that crowds performed to regain agency in liminal situations. 
 
IV. “Disasters and Heresies:” The Performative Efficacy of Liturgical Acclamation 
in Space 
However, we cannot reduce these efficacious acclamatory performances to mere 
speech. The collective speech act is an assemblage of actions, including attendees’ bodily 
“gestures, movements, and modes of coordination and organization.”389 Gregory of Tours 
did not merely organize efficacious utterances. He specifically organized processions. 
Shouting and singing in processions ensured that the performances were mobile and 
cyclical as choirs of singers came to the church every three hours crying Κύριε ἐλέησον, 
moving through the urban arteries to specific sites.  
To understand the efficacy of liturgical speech-in-action, we must also understand 
how the speech act works in concert with movement, space, and materiality. Gregory’s 
deployment of processions to respond to a disaster reflects a broader practice in the late 
                                               
387 Paul Connerton, How Societies Remember (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 57. 
388 Connerton, How Societies Remember, 57. 
389 Butler, Notes Towards a Performative Theory of Assembly, 180.  
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Roman Empire. By the fourth century, outdoor liturgical processions had become woven 
into public life. Urban centers like Rome, Constantinople, and Jerusalem were becoming 
“liturgified cities”390 in which the entire landscape and built environment served as a 
stage to enact liturgical performances. Stational liturgies were marked by constant 
movement, psalmody, and antiphonal acclamations. For example, in Jerusalem, 
processions moved between the Martyrium and the Anastasis rotunda as well as other 
major sites around the city, including the Mount of Olives, Bethlehem, and Bethany.391 
These processions and their commensurate hymns and acclamations punctuated public 
urban life, especially around certain festivals. Thomas Arentzen, a scholar of early 
Christianity, argues that processions must have fulfilled a similar role as public 
entertainment in Constantinople.392 As the theater declined in popularity, the hymns may 
have functioned as a form of participatory storytelling for the audience. In Jerusalem in 
particular, crowds followed the narrative of Christ’s passion during Holy Week in 
procession.393 
Beyond enacting liturgical drama, though, liturgical processions involving public 
psalmody and acclamations were increasingly the conventional response to danger.394 
                                               
390 Thomas Arentzen, The Virgin in Song: Mary and the Poetry of Romanos the Melodist (Philadelphia, PA: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017), 32. 
391 John F. Baldovin, Liturgy in Ancient Jerusalem (Bramcote, Nottingham: Grove Books, 1989), 100; 
Pauline Allen and Cornelis Datema, “Leontius, Presbyter of Constantinople: An Edifying Entertainer,” 
Parergon 6, no. 2 (1988): 1-10; Fritz Graf, Roman Festivals in the Greek East: From the Early Empire to 
the Middle Byzantine Era (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 234; Jacob Latham, 
Performance, Memory, and Processions in Ancient Rome (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016). 
392 Thomas Arentzen, “Sex and the City: Intercourse in Holy Week,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 28, 
no. 1 (2020): 116. 
393 Robert Taft, “Holy Week in the Byzantine Tradition,” in Between Memory and Hope: Readings on the 
Liturgical Year, ed. Maxwell Johnson (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2000), 159.  
394 Brian Croke, “Two Early Byzantine Earthquakes and their Liturgical Commemoration,” Byzantion 5, 
no. 1 (1981): 122-147; Pauline Allen, “State-Managing Crisis: Bishops’ Liturgical Responses to Crisis (4th–
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“Disasters and heresies,” says liturgiologist Robert Taft, “provided the main occasions” 
for outdoor liturgical processions.395 Liturgical processions played a critical role in civic 
defense. Textual evidence also demonstrates that there was a widespread tendency to 
chant or shout liturgical acclamations against rivals in the streets. Factions would unite 
around specific hymns or liturgical acclamations in public performances that laid claim to 
urban space.  
The following sections will examine these two practices in turn. First, I will 
demonstrate how liturgical speech acts functioned as a public strategy for defending civic 
space against natural threats such as earthquakes and plagues. Next, I will demonstrate 
how liturgical speech acts functioned as a form of weaponized oral performance to seize 
and occupy space. I aim to illustrate that liturgical formulas were valued for their brute 
pragmatism. Liturgies provided a repertoire of ecclesiastically-sanctioned speech acts that 
could be deployed against all manner of threats. I will further demonstrate that the 
efficacy of these performances lay in the collective as the formulas empowered a crowd 
and directed their activity against a target. 
The following sections will expand the dataset to include lengthier psalms and 
hymns. It is a mistake to draw strict lines between acclamations and longer hymns. 
Gregory of Tours employed both the acclamation Κύριε ἐλέησον and lengthier psalms to 
enact his defense of the city against the plague. As rhythmic formulas that were chanted 
                                               
6th Centuries),” in Ancient Jewish and Christian Texts as Crisis Management Literature: Thematic Studies 
from the Centre for Early Christian Studies, ed. Pauline Allen and David Sim (New York: T&T Clark, 
2012), 159-172; Pauline Allen and Bronwen Neil, Crisis Management in Late Antiquity (410-590 CE): A 
Survey of the Evidence from Episcopal Letters (Leiden: Brill, 2013). 
395 Taft, The Byzantine Rite: A Short History, 31.  
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in unison, the experience of performing hymns and psalms was similar to performing 
acclamations. Some hymns even incorporated repetitive refrains that the congregation 
shouted in a manner indistinguishable from the performance of acclamations. Moreover, 
hymns were performed to accomplish the same socio-political goals as acclamations, 
asserting social power, expressing political demands, or promoting group solidarity.396 
Because of these considerations, these sections examine the operational efficacy of both 
shorter formulas such as Κύριε ἐλέησον as well as longer acclamatory hymns such as 
those composed by the sixth- century hymnographer Romanos the Melodist. These 
liturgical formulas, I argue, were thought to be efficacious for protection and healing 
when performed collectively in public, urban space.  
 
V. Liturgical Processions as Civic-Defense Measures 
Late antique sources record that at least sixty-seven earthquakes struck the eastern 
Mediterranean during the fifth and sixth centuries.397 Constantinople and Antioch were 
hit particularly hard, and ecclesiastical authorities presumably were on the frontline of the 
population’s response to these disasters. In a homily following a late fourth-century 
earthquake in Antioch, John Chrysostom offers one of the most vivid accounts of the role 
that public psalmody and acclamations played as a form of “disaster-management.”398 He 
                                               
396 Michael Stuart Williams, “Hymns as Acclamations: The Case of Ambrose of Milan,” Journal of Late 
Antiquity 6, no. 1 (2013): 108-134. See also Brent Shaw, Sacred Violence: African Christians and 
Sectarian Hatred in the Age of Augustine (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 447. Brent 
Shaw has noted that it is difficult to distinguish between these vocalizations even in the native vocabulary. 
397 For the full list of these sources, see “Natural Disasters” in Allen and Neil, Crisis Management in Late 
Antiquity (410-590 CE), 73. The list includes Marcellinus, Ps. Joshua the Stylite, John Malalas, Zachariah 
Scholasticus, Evagrius Scholasticus, Procopius, Agathias, and the vita of Simeon the Stylite the Younger. 
398 Mischa Meier, “Religion, Warfare, and Demography,” in A Companion to Religion in Late Antiquity, 
eds. Josef Lossl and Nicholas J. Baker-Brian (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley and Sons, 2018), 529-553. 
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praised his congregation for engaging in public chants, hymns, and psalms during the 
earthquake, which occurred only a few days prior: 
But I rejoice, nevertheless, not because the city was made firm, but because it 
was by means of your prayers that it was made firm, because your singing of 
psalms became the foundations. The wrath is from above, your voice from 
below. The voice, sent up from below, restrained the wrath, streaming from 
above…Again, if someone be asked why the city was made firm, it is agreed that 
it is because of the singing of psalms, because of the prayers, because of the all-
night vigils.399 
 
Chrysostom understands the people’s voices, songs, and prayers as the protective 
instruments that caused the earthquake to cease. He specifically links their performances 
with defensive measures, naming the nightly chanters as the city’s towers, wall, and 
security (πύργοι, καὶ τεῖχος, καὶ ἀσφάλεια). The chanters’ performances acted on the 
material world, restraining the wrath of the earthquake and making the ground firm, as 
Chrysostom refers to the singing of psalms as cleansing both the city’s public spaces and 
the air itself:  
But you completed so great a vigil, and you cleansed all the city by the stepping 
of your holy feet, having measured out the marketplace with your walking, and 
having made the air holy. For the air becomes holy from the singing of 
psalms…400 
 
Notably, Chrysostom draws special attention to the collectivity of the disaster response. 
The performers move as one mass, weaving through “all the city” and its public places. 
The defense of the city was a joint project that was made possible by the coordination of 
movement, gestures, and vocalizations. Allowing for a measure of poetic hyperbole, 
                                               
399 Translation by author. De terrae motu, (PG 50.713-716): Ἀλλ’ ὅµως χαίρω, οὐχ ὅτι ἔστη ἡ πόλις, ἀλλ’ 
ὅτι διὰ τῶν εὐχῶν ὑµῶν ἔστη, ὅτι θεµέλια γεγόνασιν αἱ ψαλµῳδίαι ὑµῶν. Ἄνωθεν ἡ ὀργὴ, καὶ κάτωθεν 
ὑµῶν ἡ φωνή· τὴν ἄνωθεν ῥέουσαν ὀργὴν ἡ κάτωθεν ἀναπεµποµένη φωνὴ ἀνέστειλεν...Πάλιν ἂν ἐρωτηθῇ 
τις πόθεν ἔστη ἡ πόλις, ὡµολόγηται ὅτι διὰ τὰς ψαλµῳδίας, διὰ τὰς εὐχὰς, διὰ τὰς παννυχίδας. 




Chrysostom seems to regard these processions as a mobile means to mend the city. As the 
assemblies proceeded through the city, they brought the purifying performance of psalms 
to every corner. Their bodies and voices have transitive properties, cleansing the streets 
through their feet and purifying the air by the sound of their hymns. His interest 
throughout the entire homily is in the performances’ pragmatic function that brought the 
city back onto stable ground. 
Other late antique texts mirror Chrysostom’s valuation of public psalmody and 
acclamations as a form of collective civic defense against natural disasters. The fifth-
century hagiography The Life of St. Porphyry relates a dramatic tale of civic defense that 
echoes both the episode from Gregory of Tours and John Chrysostom’s praise of 
Antiochenes singing hymns through the streets following an earthquake.401 As the story 
goes, a drought struck Gaza, stretching on for two months. The non-Christian inhabitants, 
whom the author calls “idol-maniacs,” launch their own processions and hymns to Zeus 
in order to restore rain. The hagiographer writes that they “were continually reciting 
hymns” as they traveled to a “place of prayer” outside of the city, presumably in some 
sort of public procession. However, after seven straight days of hymns, they ceased the 
performances “discouraged” and “having accomplished nothing.”402 The Christian 
response, on the other hand, was much more successful: 
When these things had taken place in this way, the Christians, having gathered a 
total number of two hundred and eighty men, women, and children, entreated 
holy Porphyry to go out with them in procession and pray that the rains be sent 
down...The holy man was persuaded, announced a fast, and then ordered all to 
gather in the evening at the holy church, so that we might hold a vigil there. In 
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the course of the whole night, we performed thirty prayers, and an equal number 
of genuflections, not to mention choral chants and readings. When dawn broke, 
we took the sign of the precious cross, which was leading our way, and then went 
out, chanting hymns, to the old church in the west of the city...Having thus 
reached this church, we performed there the same number of prayers; and 
departing from there, we went to the holy martyrion of the glorious martyr 
Timothy...After we performed there also the same number of prayers and 
genuflections, we returned to the city, completing three prayers and three 
genuflections on the way.403  
 
The story ends with the inhabitants of Gaza trying to stymie the procession. The “idol-
maniacs” lock the city gate, stranding the procession outside. But God listened to their 
cries for help and raised a huge storm, effectively ending the drought. The inhabitants are 
so awed by the miracle, that they shout out a νίκα acclamation: “Christ alone is God; only 
he has conquered!” 
Porphyry, according to the story, organized a complex program of liturgical 
performances to end the drought. He first gathered 280 people into a church for an 
evening vigil. The text goes to great lengths to list the performances that were conducted 
there, including thirty prayers, thirty genuflections, and a litany of chants. Porphyry then 
leads the crowd on a procession that crisscrosses the immediate surroundings of the city. 
First, they traveled to a church west of the city founded by a martyred bishop and then to 
a different martyr shrine before returning to the city gate. At each station, they stopped 
for “prayers and genuflections.”404 
Notice the assemblage of components that formed this liturgical, defensive 
program. The hagiographer weaves together a performance that includes indoor chants 
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and genuflections combined with a procession that stops at several sites significant to the 
Christian history of the city. Materiality is implicated in the procession too as the 
hagiographer draws attention to the relics lying in the martyrion of Timothy and the cross 
that the procession-leader held while marching to each site. The whole program combines 
efficacious oral performance, sacred landscape, and ritual equipment to bring about the 
end of the city’s crisis. Some of the hagiographies cited above also describe processions 
being an assemblage of efficacious utterances, ritual action, and materiality. The vita of 
St. Euthymius in particular describes crowds traveling into the desert while carrying 
crosses from the villages surrounding Jerusalem.  
As with other hagiographical sources, the preceding discussion must be 
understood as a sketch of cultural habitus that would have been recognizable to an 
ancient audience and not as anything resembling a description of “what really happened.” 
We do not even know if Porphyry of Gaza actually existed; other sources fail to mention 
him. However, the story sketches a social and experiential reality that finds its force from 
the audience’s familiarity with similar practices in the context of “the real world.” 
Disasters often were the impetus for outdoor liturgical performances. How ecclesiastical 
authorities describe this widespread performative habit shows that these authors imagined 
liturgical performance as capable of affecting the material world. These stories insist that 
the collective performance of outdoor “prayers and genuflections” or acclamations of 




VI. Weaponizing Liturgical Acclamations in Agonistic Contexts 
Another theme underlying the tale in the Life of Porphyry is the antagonistic 
relationship between the Christians and the “idol-maniacs.” The story highlights how the 
non-Christian procession failed to produce any results, marking a stark difference in 
efficacy between the liturgical prayers and genuflections vis-à-vis the impotent prayers 
directed to Zeus. This raises another related role that liturgical hymns and acclamations 
played in late antique public life: verbal weapons deployed in riots and sectarian 
violence. The following section will examine two dramatic episodes in the late fourth 
century in which crowds performed liturgical formulas in order to seize and occupy space 
or to expel rivals from space. John Chrysostom and Ambrose both presided over dramatic 
episodes in Constantinople and Milan respectively during which the public performance 
of hymns worked to expel rivals from urban space. These episodes of weaponized 
liturgical performance demonstrate another example of speech-in-action that underlies 
the late antique valuation of liturgical formulas as efficacious utterances. Liturgical 
hymns and acclamations often amounted to injurious speech acts in public performances 
throughout the eastern Mediterranean. Crowds performed liturgical formulas in very 
public, and sometimes violent, struggles between factions in the urban centers. In these 
agonistic contexts, liturgical utterances form what Brent Shaw calls an “improvised oral 
world of abuse and aggression.”405 The formulas function similarly to their role in 
collective civic defense during a plague or earthquake insofar as the liturgical 
performance is an eminently pragmatic speech act that empowers a crowd and focuses 
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their attempts to defeat a rival in the streets. The martial language used to describe these 
processions leads the ancient historian Jacob Latham to quip, “The origins of Christian 
processions lie in conflict and battle.”406 Acclamations and hymns performed in 
procession played a crucial role in exerting dominance in public life, projecting power 
orally and aurally into the soundscape and thoroughfares of the city.  
A. Ambrose: 
Collective acclamations and hymning organized by Ambrose played a critical role 
in defending Milan’s basilicas from imperial confiscation in the late fourth century. This 
episode demonstrates the performative efficacy of acclamation to control and defend 
space. Milan had three basilicas: Basilica Nova,407 Basilica Vetus, and the Portian 
Basilica.408 In early 385, Justina, the mother of the teenaged Emperor Valentinian II, 
attempted to seize the Portian Basilica of Milan from Ambrose for an imperial procession 
to celebrate Easter.409 The Portian Basilica was an attractive site for the imperial family. 
Located outside of the city center and equipped with a baptistry, it could fulfill all of the 
imperial court’s liturgical needs without Ambrose’s oversight. This may have been 
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necessary considering that Justina and Valentinian II were apparently affiliated with the 
Arians in Milan, much to Ambrose’s dismay. Moreover, the Portian Basilica had deep 
ties to the imperial family. Archaeologists have determined that the Portian Basilica was 
likely the basilica situated closest to the imperial palace.410 It is possible to infer that the 
basilica was built either on imperial land or under imperial patronage. Thus, Ambrose’s 
defiance may have been particularly scandalous considering that the imperial family 
claimed some level of ownership over the property.  
The crisis came to a climax during Holy Week of that year, which Ambrose 
describes in detail in a letter to his sister, Marcellina.411 Shortly before Easter 385, the 
imperial court in Milan demanded that Ambrose surrender the Portian Basilica for 
imperial use. Ambrose refused, saying, “A temple belonging to God cannot be handed 
over by a bishop.”412 The following day, a crowd packed into the Basilica Nova and 
shouted acclamations in support of Ambrose, defying a praetorian prefect to his face.413 
The following week, on Palm Sunday, the imperial authorities made their move without 
Ambrose’s knowledge. While Ambrose was leading a liturgical service in the Old 
Basilica, he learned that imperial troops had occupied the Portian Basilica and hung up 
imperial decorations on or in the church.414 A huge crowd of people flocked to the 
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413 Ambrose, Ep. 76.3. See Liebeschuetz, Ambrose of Milan: Political Letters and Speeches, 162. 
414 Ambrose, Ep. 76.4. The text is ambiguous where exactly these imperial decorations were hung. See 
Liebeschuetz, Ambrose of Milan: Political Letters and Speeches, 162. 
 
 149 
Portian Basilica, instigating a standoff between the troops and the occupiers.  
The situation worsened in the coming days. While leading a liturgy in the Old 
Basilica on the Wednesday before Maundy Thursday, Ambrose learned from the 
audience’s “groans” that troops had surrounded his building.415 Soon after, while 
continuing the rites, he learned that a huge crowd of people had also occupied the 
Basilica Nova and were shouting for a reader to lead a liturgical order, presumably to 
preempt any troops from confiscating this building in addition to the Portian Basilica. He 
reports that his own congregation then started to demand for him to lead a march to the 
Portian Basilica to break the standoff.  
The situation in the Old Basilica must have been raucous. As was the custom in 
late antiquity, these demands to march to the Portian Basilica were probably conveyed by 
acclamation. Ambrose does not acquiesce to the crowd, but he does defy the emperor in 
dramatic fashion during the sermon, dramatizing an exchange with Valentinian II: 
“Finally the order comes: ‘Surrender the basilica!’ I reply: ‘Emperor, it is not lawful for 
me to surrender the basilica, nor is it right for you to receive it!’”416 In this epistle, 
Ambrose also reports that he led the congregation through a performance of Psalm 79. 
This was a particularly fitting psalm for such a battle over real estate: “O God, the pagans 
have invaded your heritage! They have desecrated your Holy Temple!”417 Scholar of 
early Christianity Brent Shaw invites his readers to envision the experience of a crowd 
chanting this hymn packed into a basilica.418 It would have conveyed a defiant, even 
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militaristic, message to the besieging soldiers. Unable to return home, Ambrose and his 
congregation spent the whole day and night under siege in the basilica. They spent the 
night reciting psalms before the crisis ended abruptly on Maundy Thursday when the 
emperor ordered the troops to withdraw.  
Ambrose’s victory was thus secured by crowd action and collective vocalizations. 
At its height, the basilica crisis of 385 involved crowds in all three basilicas in the city.419 
The Portian Basilica was occupied by both imperial soldiers and a civilian crowd. The 
Old Basilica was surrounded by troops and occupied by Ambrose and his congregation. 
And the New Basilica was filled with yet another crowd. It seems that Ambrose managed 
to avoid punishment largely because of this immense popularity among the populace and 
their willingness to act in concert against armed imperial troops. By refusing the 
emperor’s demand, Ambrose was implicitly asserting control over both public space and 
the interior space of the city’s basilicas. However, he was able to exert this control only 
insofar as crowds of Milan’s inhabitants were willing to organize and march to the 
respective urban basilicas. 
Ambrose also secured his victory by means of liturgical performance. His 
climactic liturgy in the Old Basilica on the day before Maundy Thursday involved 
rhythmic acclamations and a unified performance of Psalm 79. Even while they remained 
under siege, the congregation sang hymns to hold the space and lift their spirits. During 
the crisis of 385, crowds also asserted their agency via acclamation. Michael Stuart 
Williams theorizes that, as a former provincial governor of Aemilia Liguria, Ambrose 
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was familiar with the sort of political ceremonies that involved assemblies chanting or 
shouting acclamations.420 Moreover, he was composing these hymns mere decades after 
Constantine enacted a law that required provincial officials to relay the acclamations they 
received to the emperor for vetting.421 According to Rufinus’ Ecclesiastical History and 
Paulinus’ biography of Ambrose, Ambrose owed his elevation to the rank of bishop 
because of the public acclamation from a crowd. Paulinus describes that during a dispute 
to elect a successor to Auxentius of Milan the crowd spontaneously erupts into shouts of 
a “single cry: ‘Ambrose the bishop!’”422 Paulinus idealizes this performance as a 
spontaneous efflux of love and support for Ambrose, so we must be skeptical that he is 
reporting Ambrose’s election accurately. Nevertheless, Ambrose was likely well-versed 
in the genre and utility of acclamation.  
This familiarity with the pragmatic instrumentality of acclamatory performance 
must have played a role in Ambrose’s defense of ecclesiastical space during the second 
year of the basilica crisis too. During Easter in 386 CE, Ambrose waited out yet another 
siege of a basilica423 for several days while leading hymns with his congregation. This 
crisis started in January 386, when Valentinian II promulgated an edict that allowed 
Arians to assemble and worship in public.424 Whoever defied the law could face capital 
punishment. This edict was likely issued specifically to target Ambrose following his 
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defiant refusal to cede the Portian Basilica during the previous year. The imperial court 
then renewed their efforts to secure a basilica for public processions during Holy Week, 
summoning Ambrose to appear before them and acquiesce his authority to a new, rival 
bishop named Auxentius. Sectarianism was likely at play in this crisis as Ambrose 
accused Auxentius of being an Arian bishop who endorsed the policy of rebaptism.425  
Echoing his defiance in 385, Ambrose again refused the emperor, which led to yet 
another standoff in a basilica. Imperial soldiers besieged Ambrose within a basilica 
leading up to Palm Sunday. On this day, Ambrose gave a defiant sermon against 
Auxentius, which he later published and sent to Valentinian II. The sermon gives little 
context for what had led up to the siege, but the siege presumably had been going for 
several days by the time Ambrose gave this sermon.426 Ambrose was accused of 
manipulating crowds through his hymns as during his sermon he gave a full-throated 
defense of them:427 
They also say that the people have been deceived by the charms (carminibus) of 
my hymns, and certainly do not deny it. This is indeed a mighty charm (carmen) 
and there is none more powerful (potentius); for what is more powerful than the 
confession of the Trinity, celebrated daily by the voices of the whole people?428 
 
In this defense, Ambrose describes his compositions with the culturally charged word 
carmen. This is a term often associated with the incantations of magical ritual. The 
negative valence to this word may indicate he was turning back the same language hurled 
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at him from imperial authorities.429 By playing with the word carmen, Ambrose affirmed 
the performative efficacy of his hymns. They can be construed as spells or charms 
capable of swaying public opinion. He moreover affirms the power of the collective 
performance. The unified voices of the totius populi actualize the potentia of his charms. 
He had every reason to laud the potentia of his hymns having witnessed a hymn-singing 
crowd ward off the confiscation of the Portian Basilica only a year before. 
Years later, other authors memorialized the role that hymns and acclamations 
played in the crises of 385 and 386. Augustine, writing a few years after the crisis, lauds 
the chanting as the means by which the people remained steadfast in the face of 
adversity: 
It was not long before that church of Milan had adopted this practice, a kind of 
consolation and exhortation, in which our brothers, with the unified resounding 
of their hearts and voices, celebrated with great enthusiasm...The pious people 
kept watch and mounted a defense in the church, ready to die with your slave, 
their bishop. My mother, your slave woman, was there as well, holding the first 
place in concern at her nightly guard post, living by her prayers...It was on this 
occasion that the practice of singing hymns and songs according to the custom of 
the eastern regions was established, to prevent the people from becoming wearied 
by sadness and tedium, a thing which, from that day to this, has been maintained, 
with almost all your flocks throughout the other parts of the world who now 
imitate this practice.430 
 
Augustine evokes the powerful imagery of defenders barricaded within the church. He 
refers to the people “keeping watch” (excubabat) and mounting a defense, and he calls 
his mother a defender keeping a nightly guard post. The language is fittingly militaristic, 
considering that the event was a standoff against armed soldiers. Augustine draws special 
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attention to the unifying and empowering qualities of the defenders’ prayers, hymns, and 
songs. By means of these utterances, the barricaded assembly was able to maintain its 
morale and his mother remained alive.  
The basilica crisis of Milan is a clear example of the social psychological effects 
of collective performance. Ambrose, Augustine, and Paulinus all draw attention to how 
acclamatory hymning united and empowered the crowd to withstand armed imperial 
troops. The success of these performances can be attributed to Ambrose himself, who 
was such an accomplished hymnographer that Augustine claims Ambrose’s compositions 
brought him to tears.431 It is not clear how these hymns would have sounded when 
performed. It is possible that assemblies sung them antiphonally or as a call-and-response 
dialogue between the assembly and a cantor.432 Despite this ambiguity, they share many 
formulaic parallels with shorter acclamations. The hymns were designed for group 
performance by an uneducated audience. Not only did Ambrose compose them in easily 
accessible Latin, but the hymns also follow a regular structure with predictable metrical 
verses.433 An assembly could easily memorize and perform these hymns. As the classicist 
Michael Stuart Williams argues, it is possible that Ambrose even aimed to mimic the 
genre of acclamation in his own hymns.434 Specifically, Williams points out that 
Ambrose’s hymns, like acclamations, utilize accentual stresses rather than quantitative 
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meter like Roman poetry or song.435 
Chanting or shouting hymns and acclamations enabled Ambrose and his crowds 
to occupy urban space. The basilica crises of Milan demonstrate the efficacy of 
performative assembly in moments of liminality or even danger. In the crises of 385 and 
386, collective liturgical performance worked to unite the crowds of Milan against 
imperial power in a very real and tangible manner, holding space in the face of imperial 
threat and confiscation.  
B. John Chrysostom: 
The fifth-century chronicler Socrates Scholasticus records another dramatic 
incident of weaponized liturgical acclamations and psalmody during John Chrysostom’s 
tenure as bishop in Constantinople. Chrysostom oversaw an incident when opposing 
theological factions engaged in adversarial hymn-singing in the city streets. In this 
incident, liturgical hymns were weaponized against assemblies of Arians in order to seize 
and occupy public space in Constantinople. 
Public processions were regularly held whenever the Eucharist was celebrated, 
and Arian groups in Constantinople took these opportunities to congregate around the 
city gates and squares to sing their own responsorial hymns adapted to their own 
theology.436 Socrates records that these hymns were sung “during the greater part of the 
night” as well as during the day as the Arian groups “paraded through the midst of the 
city.”437 Fearing losing members of his flock to the Arians, John Chrysostom launched 
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counter-measures, sending out his own people with their own nocturnal hymns (ταῖς 
νυκτεριναῖς ὑµνολογίαις). It is unclear what these hymns sounded like, but it seems that 
they were responsorial performances with one party chanting the verses and others 
chanting a refrain.438 As will be discussed later in this chapter, such refrains in late 
antique hymns were indistinguishable from conventional acclamations as short formulas 
shouted or chanted loudly by a crowd. Chrysostom’s processions proved successful 
thanks, in part, to a stratagem devised by Chrysostom himself: silver crosses that held 
lighted candles. This impressive display of sonic and visual performance drove the Arian 
faction to attack the opposing side. The attack devolved into a riot that resulted in several 
being killed or wounded. Sozomen’s account of the same episode credits John 
Chrysostom for instituting this custom of nocturnal public hymnody that continued to 
Sozomen’s own day.439 
Chrysostom organized a ritual assemblage of public psalmody, acclamations, and 
liturgical objects to accomplish very practical, functional goals. He aimed not only to 
disseminate his theological program but also to stake a claim over contested space by 
subduing or expelling rivals from the public sphere. The performance of nocturnal 
liturgical processions projected sonic and visual presence into space to accomplish these 
goals. The congregated bodies of his procession physically displaced the Arians. The 
hymns sonically drowned out the Arians’ own hymns. And the candle-lit processional 
crosses must have reflected unstable light, creating a flickering quality that the art 
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historian Bissera Pentcheva calls “ephemeral brightness.”440 The reflection is ephemeral 
insofar as it changes brightness from moment to moment, especially when carried by 
hand in a procession. Reflective metal liturgical objects carried by people chanting or 
shouting acclamatory hymns must have created a sonic and visual “aura” that was both 
collectively empowering to Chrysostom’s performers and agonistic to Chrysostom’s 
rivals.  
The liturgical procession, an assemblage of both sonic and visual elements, 
worked to reshape the city into Chrysostom’s image of an ideal Christian city.441 
However, sources such as Socrates Scholasticus make it clear that this Christianizing of 
public space through collective ritual was not conducted completely without conflict. 
These hymn-singing groups sought to push rival sects out of the public view, diminishing 
their capacity to recruit members or disseminate their ideas. Memory of Chrysostom’s 
efforts to reshape the city through public ritual lasted well after his death. A funeral 
oration by a supporter of John Chrysostom proclaims that the bishop remade public space 
into “churches” through the public prayers of the people: 
...so that it appears to me that it is due to this man [John] that all [Constantine’s] 
works became churches, the colonnades, the marketplace, the city, the baths, the 
dippodrome, all of which had been filled with prayers while the holy father was 
present, but reverted to their former status after he had departed, including the 
church itself, which has taken the name and function of a public square.442 
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This oration specifically lists the most public spaces of the city: the streets, agora, baths, 
and hippodromes. He was commemorated specifically for blanketing these public spaces 
with prayers, which had the ability to sacralize the spaces. Notably, this sanctity could 
revert to its mundane or polluted baseline after the prayers ceased. This echoes 
Chrysostom’s post-earthquake homily cited in the previous section in which he 
conceptualizes prayers, hymns, and acclamations as possessing sacralizing and salutary 
effects. Traveling throughout the city in procession could bring the efficacious power of 
liturgical performance to every corner of the built environment. In the case of the 
Antiochene earthquake, the liturgical performance heals and reconstructs the city. In the 
case of the hymn-battles against the Arians, the liturgical performance diminishes and 
subdues a rival faction. In both cases, liturgical hymns and acclamations are deployed for 
eminently practical reasons to accord specific benefits to the performers.  
Much like Ambrose’s acclamatory, hymnic defense of Milan’s basilicas, 
Chrysostom’s marches through the streets chanting acclamations and hymns have an 
aggressive, even militaristic, quality. And indeed, some of these same acclamations 
performed during liturgical rites were envisioned to be effective in battle. The late sixth-
century manual of war, Strategikon, attributed to the Emperor Maurice, instructs an army 
to chant the Κύριε for some time before entering battle, demonstrating the role that Κύριε 
ἐλέησον played in the collective empowerment of a crowd: 
...prayers should be said in camp on the actual day of battle before anyone goes 
out the gate. All, led by the priests, the general, and the other officers, should 
recite the Κύριε ἐλέησον for some time in unison. Then, in hopes of success each 





The handbook specifically stipulates that a priest must be present to lead the chant of the 
Κύριε ἐλέησον, making the chant an ad hoc liturgical performance. Such use of liturgical 
acclamations and hymns, especially those organized by Chrysostom against his rivals, 
falls under Judith Butler’s category of “injurious speech.”444 Broadly conceived, these are 
vocalizations with the force to wound, offend, derogate, demean, or threaten the social 
existence of an individual.445 Butler argues that the efficacy of an injurious speech act lies 
in the very liminality and instability that the vocalization causes. Injurious speech aims to 
disorient the addressee, putting the target “out of control” and exposing “the volatility of 
one’s place within the community of speakers.”446 In short, injurious speech acts aim to 
incapacitate or otherwise diminish the agency of an individual or community.  
 
VII. Collective Empowerment and the Idealized Liturgical Acclamation 
The previous section demonstrated instances of liturgy-in-action. Whether 
shouting Κύριε ἐλέησον to quell a plague or shouting hymns to purge Arians from the 
streets of Constantinople, collective liturgical performances were thought to transform 
the material reality of the performers. The formulas conveyed operational efficacy that 
extended beyond proclaiming worship. Moreover, since most of these episodes involved 
processions through urban space, the previous section also demonstrated that the 
                                               
443 Maurice, Strategikon II.18. Trans. George Dennis, Maurice’s Strategikon (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1984), 33. 
444 Judith Butler, “Burning Acts: Injurious Speech,” The University of Chicago Law School Roundtable 3, 
no. 1 (1996): 199-221.  
445 Judith Butler, Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative (New York: Routledge, 2013), 1-3. 
446 Butler, Excitable Speech, 4.  
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perceived efficacy of liturgical acclamations and hymns was transposable to different 
physical contexts. The performances were effective whether they were performed in a 
local basilica or when paraded through the colonnaded streets and plazas of urban 
centers.  
The next section will argue that ecclesiastical authorities rooted this operational 
efficacy in the collectivity and unity of the performers. Late antique ecclesiastical 
authorities idealized liturgical formulas as collectively empowering performances capable 
of actualizing real effects on the material world. Importantly, although these sketches are 
idealized, they reflect actual performance in late antique liturgical settings. Liturgical, 
acclamatory hymns, such as those composed by the sixth-century hymnographer 
Romanos, demonstrate that liturgical hymns employed acclamations in order to 
synchronize assemblies into a unified chorus. Liturgical acclamatory performance thus 
works to promote collective empowerment.  
Gregory Nazianzus relates a sensational example of efficacious, collective 
psalmody when the Emperor Valens entered a church to watch a liturgical performance 
led by Basil the Great. Valens was unprepared to witness the awesome display of the 
collective performance of psalmody: 
The emperor entered the holy place with his bodyguard (it was the feast of 
Epiphany, and crowded) and took his place among the people, thus making a 
token gesture of unity…but when he came inside, he was thunderstruck by the 
singing of psalms that assailed his ears and saw the ocean of people and the 
whole well-ordered array around the bema…Basil stood completely still, facing 
his people, as scripture says of Samuel with no movement of his body or his eyes 
or in his mind, as if nothing unusual had occurred, transformed, so to speak, into 
a stele dedicated to God and the bema, while his followers stood around him in 
fear and reverence. When the emperor saw this spectacle, which he could relate 
to no previous experience, he reacted as an ordinary man would—his vision and 
his mind were filled with darkness and dizziness from the shock…For he started 
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trembling, and had one of those from the platform not reached out his hand and 
steadied him, he would have taken a fall worthy of tears. (Gregory Nazianzus Or. 
43.52)447  
 
Gregory describes the hymns in material terms. A “well-ordered array” of chanters 
produces a wall of sound that physically staggers the emperor. Valens’ vision dims; he 
trembles and then stumbles as the thunderous psalms “assail his ears.” The whole story 
plays out in the context of a unified crowd led by a steadfast, stony-faced holy man. 
Although the story undoubtedly aims to highlight Basil’s superiority over the emperor, 
we can glimpse into how Gregory viewed and idealized the effect of liturgical 
performances. They had the capacity to strike awe into the audience, even an audience 
member as powerful as an emperor. They had the capacity to unify and empower an 
assembly and physically alter their surroundings.  
Other ecclesiastical authorities share this idealized portrayal of miraculously 
empowered and unified liturgical performances. Chrysostom extols the wonder-working 
δύναµις of the unified liturgical performance in a homily on 2 Corinthians:  
How great is the power of the assembly (δύναµις τῆς συνόδου)! The prayer of the 
churches released Peter from his bonds...and their voice, not by chance, equips 
those achieving spiritual authority. That is why the one about to ordain [the 
bishop] calls then for their prayers too, so that they might confirm their vote 
(ἐπιψηφίζονται) and shout their assent by acclamations (ἐπιβοῶσιν) that the 
initiated know…448 
 
In this homily, John Chrysostom glorifies the unity and collectivity of liturgical 
performance in particular. The language he employs emphasizes these qualities 
repeatedly. He marvels that the priest and the people say “one prayer” and coordinate 
                                               
447 Trans. Susanna Elm, Sons of Hellenism, Fathers of the Church: Emperor Julian, Gregory of Nazianzus, 
and the Vision of Rome (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2015), 476. 
448 John Chrysostom, Homily 18 on 2 Corinthians. Translation by author. 
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their voices as one. He draws attention to the synchronization of movement as the 
assembly falls to the ground, rises up, or exchanges the kiss of peace as one. When the 
climax of the cathedral rite arrives, the Eucharist, the priest and the assembly speak as 
one “spirit.”  He casts the collectivity and unity of the performance in miraculous terms. 
Ambrose similarly praises the salutary effect of singing hymns together in one of 
his expositions of the Psalms. He says that singing a psalm “with a single voice (cum 
unam vocem)” brings about harmony between the participants.449 Earlier in the 
exposition, he lists a series of effects singing psalms can have, some of which suggest an 
apotropaic function. A psalm can “soften anger, it gives release from anxiety, it alleviates 
sorrow; it is protection at night, instruction by day, a shield in time of fear…”450 
Vocalizing a psalm, it seems, adds a protective function in addition to ameliorating ill-
will between members.  
Basil the Great likewise praises the protective power of psalms when sung in 
unison: 
So that psalmody, bringing about choral singing, a bond, as it were, toward unity, 
and joining the people into a harmonious union of one choir, produces also the 
greatest of blessings, charity. A psalm is a city of refuge from the demons; a 
means of inducing help (ἐπαγωγή) from the angels, weaponry against nocturnal 
fears, a rest from toils by day, a safeguard for infants…451 
 
Here Basil seems to evoke the language of apotropaia by using culturally charged words. 
He describes psalms as ἐπαγωγή, a term used elsewhere for “incantations.” He also 
describes psalms as weaponry (ὅπλον) against fears, evoking imagery of a soldier girding 
                                               
449 Ambrose, Exp. Psalm. XII 1.9. For Latin text, see PL 14.963-1238. 
450 Ambrose, Explanatio psalmi i, 9. For Latin text see PL 14.924D. 
451 Basil of Caesarea, Homily 10.2. Translation by S. Agnes Clare Way, The Fathers of the Church, XLVI 
(Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1963), 152-154, modified by author. 
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up for battle. Unity is again a critical feature of the performance. When performed 
together in “a harmonious union of one choir,” a psalm can have all manner of beneficial 
effects for those involved, including a respite from toil or a “safeguard for infants.”  
Gregory, Basil, Chrysostom, and Ambrose idealize liturgical acclamations and 
hymns, rhetorically communicating to their audiences the intended aims of these 
performances. These ecclesiastical authorities communicate that liturgical, acclamatory 
performance should result in a unified collective that empowers them to accomplish all 
manner of beneficial effects for the performers ranging from staggering an emperor to 
safeguarding an infant. Idealized as these sketches of liturgical performance may be, 
though, they also illustrate the sensory and experiential reality of performing liturgical 
acclamations and hymns in late antiquity. As discussed in Chapter One, individuals 
experience an affective sense of collective empowerment during group rituals such as 
acclamation. The hymns of the sixth-century hymnographer Romanos the Melodist 
demonstrate that liturgical hymns were designed to unify and coordinate the actions of an 
assembly by incorporating loud, rhythmic refrains at particular moments in the hymns. 
Romanos the Melodist was one of the most prolific late antique hymnographers, 
composing dozens of metrical hymns called kontakia.452 These were performed as part of 
                                               
452 For critical editions of the corpus of Romanos the Melodist: Paul Maas and C.A. Trypanis, Sancti 
Romani Melodi cantica: Cantica genuina (Oxford: Clarendon, 1963); Thomas Arentzen, The Virgin in 
Song: Mary and the Poetry of Romanos the Melodist (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2017); Georgia Frank, “Romanos and the Night Vigil in the Sixth Century,” in A People’s History of 
Christianity, vol. 3, ed. Derek Krueger (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2006), 59-80; Ophir Münz-
Manor, “In Situ: Liturgical Poetry and Sacred Space in Late Antiquity,” in Placing Ancient Texts: The 
Ritual and Rhetorical Use of Space, ed. Mika Ahuvia and Alexander Kocar (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck 
2018), 87-98;  
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the Constantinopolitan rite, especially during nightly vigils in the Great Church.453 They 
were also performed during processions and in other ritual contexts such as saint 
shrines.454 For example, The Miracles of St. Artemios mentions people singing 
Romanos’s hymns at an incubation shrine, which may preserve a historical memory of 
the widespread use of his hymns outside of the Great Church in Constantinople.455  
We do not know exactly how these kontakia would have sounded, but they likely 
involved antiphonal chanting sung “to a fairly simple and syllabic melody” 456 and 
interspersed with shouted refrains. In the Great Church, a cantor would chant the verses 
from a platform called the ambo, and the congregation would chant or shout back the 
refrains in what the classicist Gregory Dubrov called a “vigorous, antithetical give-and-
take” performance.457 And these refrains were indeed vigorous. They essentially 
amounted to acclamatory shouts. In these hymns, the cantor frequently instructs the 
congregation to repeat the refrain with verbs for “shouting” or “crying out” (e.g., βοάω, 
κραυγάζω, and κράζω).458 We should not interpret the cantor’s command “to cry out” or 
                                               
453 Alexander Lingas, “The Liturgical Place of the Kontakion in Constantinople,” in Liturgy, Architecture, 
and Art in the Byzantine World: Papers of the XVIII International Byzantine Congress (Moscow, 8-15 
August 1991) and Other Essays Dedicated to the Memory of Fr. John Meyendorff, ed. Constantine C. 
Akentiev (St Petersburg: Publications of the St. Petersburg Society for Byzantine and Slavic Studies, 1995), 
50-57; Johannes Koder, “Imperial Propaganda in the Kontakia of Romanos the Melode,” Dumbarton Oaks 
Papers 62 (2008): 275-291. 
454 Arentzen, The Virgin in Song, 11. 
455 See Miracle 18 in The Miracles of St. Artemios: A Collection of Miracle Stories by an Anonymous 
Author of Seventh Century Byzantium, trans. John Nesbitt and Virgil Crisafulli (Leiden: Brill, 1996). 
456 Arentzen, The Virgin in Song, 10. 
457 Gregory Dubrov, “A Dialogue with Death: Ritual Lament and the threnos theotokou of Romanos 
Melodos,” Greek, Roman, and Byzantine Studies 35 (1994): 387-388. 
458 For a discussion on the following examples pertaining to these Greek verbs, see Ophir Münz-Manor and 
Thomas Arentzen, “Soundscapes of Salvation: Refrains in Christian and Jewish Liturgical Poetry,” Journal 
of Late Antiquity 3, no. 1 (2019): 43. Examples include: “Shout out [κραύγασον]: ‘Willingly he suffered, 
my Son and my God!’” (Hymn 35.4.8-9); “Cry this out [βόησον]: ‘As he wills he accepts suffering, my Son 
and my God!’” (Hymn 35.6.8-9); “Cry this aloud [κράξον]: ‘Have mercy on Adam and take pity on Eve, 
my Son and my God!’”  (Hymn 35.9.8-9). 
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“to shout” metaphorically. It is likely that the congregation did shout refrains.459 The 
experience of these vocalizations would have been similar to the performance of shorter, 
shouted acclamations. Both involved crowds chanting or shouting fixed sequences of 
words with loud volume and rhythmic cadence. These considerations have led some 
scholars to agree that it is not practical to distinguish between acclamations and hymns.460 
For example, the acclamatory inscriptions praising Albinus that were erected in the agora 
of Aphrodisias discussed in Chapter Two demonstrate that acclamations could be strung 
together into highly complicated, lengthy hymns.  
In Romanos’s hymns, the congregation shouted the refrain at the end of each 
stanza, sometimes dozens of times per hymn. Some acclamations in these hymns 
involved familiar liturgical acclamations such as “hallelujah!” Others echo formulas 
chanted in political arenas. For example, in his hymn On the Annunciation, Romanos 
instructs the congregation to shout χαῖρε! in an acclamation for the Virgin Mary as an 
Empress. The audience takes on the persona of a crowd shouting at an imperial 
ceremony: “Hail, inviolate one; hail, maiden divinely called; hail, sublime one; hail 
delightful; hail, fair one; hail, beautiful; hail, unsown one; hail, unspoiled!”461 
                                               
459 By the seventh century, ecclesiastical authorities attempted to regulate these loud and rowdy 
performances. An issue taken up by the council of Trullo reads: “We will that those whose office it is to 
sing in the churches do not use undisciplined shouts, nor force nature to outcry, nor adopt any of those 
modes which are incongruous and unsuitable for the church: but that they offer the psalmody to God...with 
great attention and compunction.” “The Council of Trullo, Canon 75,” Translation from Nicene and Post-
Nicene Fathers, 2:14, 398. For more on this passage, see Ophir Münz-Manor and Thomas Arentzen, 
“Soundscapes of Salvation: Refrains in Christian and Jewish Liturgical Poetry,” Journal of Late Antiquity 
3, no. 1 (2019): 42-43. 
460 See Williams, “Hymns as Acclamations,” 108-134. See also Brent Shaw, Sacred Violence, 447. Brent 
Shaw has noted that it is difficult to distinguish between these vocalizations even in the native vocabulary. 
461 Romanos, On the Annunciation XXXVI, trans. Thomas Arentzen, “The Dialogue of Annunciation,” in 
Thomas Artenzen and Mary Cunningham (eds.) The Reception of the Virgin in Byzantium: Marian 
 
 166 
Acclamatory refrains were also shouted in conventional public performances in political 
arenas. According to the Historia Augusta, crowds shouted acclamatory refrains against 
Commodus following his death demanding his corpse be dragged away. Over half of the 
fifty acclamations recorded end with a variation trahatur: “He who slew the senate, let 
him be dragged with the hook!” “He who spared not his own blood, let him be dragged 
with the hook!” “He who would have slain you, let him be dragged with the hook!”462 
The repetition of these phrases would have facilitated a large crowd to participate easily 
and enabled individuals to assume the same rhythm during the performance. Acclamatory 
refrains worked to synchronize the assembly into a unified performance. Moreover, as a 
passive subjunctive verb, the crowd has the opportunity to exercise an authoritative voice. 
By shouting the acclamation, they give permission for a hypothetical situation to occur.  
Similar to acclamations shouted in the streets, the refrains of Romanos’s hymns 
also function as verbal actions. In his hymn The Ten Virgins, the cantor exhorts the 
congregation to shout “Open! (Ἄνοιξον!)” nineteen times throughout the hymn:  
Let us make the soul into an inextinguishable lamp for Christ, 
the bridegroom; 
Let us enter with him, for the bridal chamber closes; 
Let us not wait outside crying “Open!” 
 
In what is to come, the rich do not pity the poor, 
For the wise virgins did not pity the foolish ones. 
There the judgment on the merciless is without mercy, 
But here we should reach the gate of the Merciful One crying: 
“Open!” (LI 2.8-12) 463 
 
                                               
Narratives in Texts and Images, ed. Thomas Artenzen and Mary Cunningham (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2019), 158. 
462 Scriptores Historiae Augustae, Commodus, 18.5-7. Translation by David Magie, Loeb Classical 
Library, The Scriptores Historiae Augustae, vol. 1 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1991). 
463 Translation from Marjorie Carpenter, Kontakia of Romanos, Byzantine Melodist, Volume II. (Columbia, 
MO: University of Missouri Press, 1973), modified by Thomas Arentzen, “Voices Interwoven: Refrains 
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Romanos is employing several experiential modes of liturgical performance to engage the 
audience. In her study of late antique Hebrew liturgical poetry, religious studies scholar 
Laura Lieber distinguishes between “formal” and “rhetorical” audience engagement. 
“Formal” engagement involves the audience through structural elements of the poem 
such as chanting refrains or choral responses. “Rhetorical” participation is how the 
composer uses “voice, diction, verbal moods and tenses, and other devices to involve the 
listeners emotionally and intellectually in the narrative of the poem.”464 Romanos’s 
hymns employ both of these modes. The cantor instantiates a holy community by 
speaking in the first-person plural, “Let us not wait outside crying...” The audience then 
affirms the existence of that community by speaking in a loud, unified voice. The refrain 
functions as an illocution. By shouting “open!” the assembly creates the necessary 
condition for them to be able “to tread into divine space.”465  
Romanos himself seems to have understood that performing his hymns had 
apotropaic effects. In his hymn On the Man Possessed by Devils, the cantor speaks using 
the ritualized first-person plural, liturgically assuming the role of a leader of a battalion of 
faithful followers of Christ against demonic foes:466 
The people, faithful in their love of Christ, 
have gathered to keep a night vigil in psalms and songs, 
Unceasingly keep up hymns to God. 
Then after the psalm has been sung, 
And we have rejoiced at the well-ordered reading of the scriptures, 
Again we celebrate song and pillory the enemies. 
                                               
and Vocal Participation in the Kontakia,” Jahrbuch der Østerreichischen Byzantinistik 66 (2017): 4. 
464 Laura Lieber, “The Rhetoric of Participation: Experiential Elements of Early Hebrew Liturgical Poetry,” 
The Journal of Religion 90, no. 2 (2010): 121. 
465 Arentzen, “Voices Interwoven: Refrains and Vocal Participation in the Kontakia,” Jahrbuch der 
Østerreichischen Byzantinistik 66 (2017): 4. 
466 For more on the use of the first-person in these hymns, see Arentzen, “Voices Interwoven: Refrains and 
Vocal Participation in the Kontakia,” Jahrbuch der Østerreichischen Byzantinistik 66 (2017): 5.  
 
 168 
For this is the lyre of knowledge 
And of this knowledge Christ is the guide and the teacher, 
The Lord of all.467  
 
In an analysis of this hymn, Derek Krueger points out how Romanos dramatizes 
the liturgical action. The cantor describes a play-by-play of an evening liturgical 
performance. First, the people sing a psalm, then they read the Scriptures, and 
then they end by singing again. Romanos amplifies the effect by having the 
congregation praise themselves as “faithful in their love of Christ,” casting the 
performance as a unified attack on demonic foes. A later stanza hints at the 
apotropaic qualities of the hymns: 
It is good to sing psalms and hymns to God, 
And to wound the demons with reproaches; 
They are our enemies forever. 
What do we mean by this wounding? 
Whenever we ridicule their fall, rejoicing.  
Truly the devil bewails whenever in our assemblies we represent in tragedy 
The triumphal procession (θρίαµβον) of the demons.468 
 
In this hymn, the congregation directs injurious speech against demonic foes instead of 
theological foes. The cantor commends the congregation for “wounding” demons with 
their psalms and hymns, affirming the injurious effect the sound could have on demonic 
bodies. The hymn specifically mocks the θρίαµβος of the demons, an obscure term 
referring to a public procession with historic ties to the cult of Dionysius. The liturgical 
drama pits the Christian assembly against a demonic assembly, declaring victory over the 
latter.   
                                               
467 On the Man Possessed by Devils, XI.1. Translation by Sara Gador-Whyte, Theology and Poetry in Early 
Byzantium: The Kontakia of Romanos the Melodist (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 14. 
468 Translation by Derek Krueger, modified by author. Writing and Holiness: The Practice of Authorship in 
the Early Christian East (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 168. 
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We thus see an intersection of the rhetoric of ecclesiastical authorities and the 
social reality of liturgical performance. Ecclesiastical authorities mediated the 
performance of liturgical formulas in churches, monasteries, and in the streets during 
processions. Moreover, many of the scribes and producers of objects of power such as 
amulets were either ecclesiastical functionaries themselves or at least had intimate 
knowledge of institutional rites. The perceived efficacy of these formulas was intimately 
tied to their affiliation with the performative contexts of authoritative institutions.469  
Ecclesiastical authorities idealized liturgical performance, portraying the performances as 
miraculously unifying an assembly and miraculously affecting the world around them by 
creating angelic hosts or defeating demons.  
The social reality of performance reinforced this understanding of liturgy. 
Liturgical performances of acclamations and hymns were experienced as collectively 
empowering formulas that were deployed in all manner of settings. The liturgical drama 
itself was designed for collective, rhythmic, loud performance. John Chrysostom alludes 
to the operational efficacy of congregational acclamations in a homily on 2 Corinthians: 
That is why the bishop calls at that time for their prayers too, so that they might 
add their assent by acclamations that the initiated know. …For after he [the 
bishop] has first received their acclamation consenting that “It is fitting and 
right!” to do this (ἀξίως καὶ δικαίως τοῦτο γίνεται), only then does he commence 
the Eucharist. Why are you surprised that the people speak together with the 
priest when they send up in common those sacred hymns even with the very 
Cherubim and the heavenly Powers?470 
 
                                               
469 On “magic” being interpreted as deploying an authoritative tradition into a local performative context, 
see David Frankfurter, “The Great, the Little, and the Authoritative Tradition in Magic of the Ancient 
World,” Archiv für Religionsgeschichte 16, no. 1 (2014): 11-30. 
470 John Chrysostom, On the Second Letter to the Corinthians, 18.3. (PG 61:527). Translation from Taft, 
Through Their Own Eyes, 29.  
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Here Chrysostom is referring to the acclamations chanted before the Eucharist. The 
congregation responds to the bishop with the acclamation “it is fitting and right,” thus 
allowing him to continue with the Eucharist. The declaration is a verbal action, 
simultaneously declaring something to be “right” and impelling the bishop to continue 
with the rite. The acclamation is also participatory, enabling the assembly to enact a level 
of agency over what is occurring in the performance. “It is fitting and right” is 
performative because the acclamation aims to produce all manner of effects by the 
crowd’s vocalization of the formula.471  
The utterances, gestures, bodies, iconography, and ritual objects involved in 
liturgical performance enable the creation of sacred space, the instantiation of a holy 
community, or, as will be seen in the next chapter, the appearance of supernatural beings 
into the midst of humans. Liturgical performance can also create “liturgical time,” a 
temporal space in which biblical events are brought “to life in the ‘here’ and the ‘now’” 
by the performance of these stories.472 By performing hymns in which the performers 
take on the role of apostles, the Magi, or the thief beside the crucified Christ, the 
performances inject the mythic past into current reality. 
Assemblies were encouraged to envision themselves as an empowered collective. 
The dialogic nature of liturgical acclamations also enabled assemblies to experience the 
efficacy of their utterances. When the bishop declares “holy things for the holy people” in 
the liturgical rite delineated in Book Eight of the Apostolic Constitutions, the bishop 
                                               
471 Megan MacDonald, “Liturgy and Performance: Introduction,” Liturgy 28, no. 1 (2013): 1. 
472 Derek Krueger, “Liturgical Time and Holy Land Reliquaries in Early Byzantium,” in Saints and Sacred 
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declares the ontological status of both the Eucharistic materials and of the participants as 
“holy.” The congregation chants back an acclamation, affirming the bishop’s speech act: 
“There is one that is holy; there is one Lord, one Jesus Christ, blessed forever, to the 
glory of God the Father. Amen.”473 These acclamations essentially amounted to collective 
action that did something. To use terminology from Austin’s speech act theory, liturgical 
formulas carry perlocutionary force.  
 
VIII. Conclusion 
This chapter has argued that certain liturgical acclamations and hymns are best 
described as “liturgical speech acts”—verbal actions that affected the material world 
beyond what was being stated. Assemblies performed liturgical acclamations and hymns 
as a form of civic defense following earthquakes and plagues in the urban centers of the 
late antique Mediterranean. These formulas were also performed in highly volatile, 
competitive, and even violent scenarios such as riots and sectarian violence in the streets 
of Constantinople or Milan. In these scenarios, liturgical acclamations and hymnody 
amounted to “injurious speech acts” that were thought to empower a group against rivals 
and diminish the agency of those rivals. 
The portrayals of liturgical performance idealized by ecclesiastical authorities 
take on greater meaning in light of these dramatic examples of liturgy-in-action. Both 
Ambrose and John Chrysostom had good reasons to hold these aggrandized opinions 
about the power of liturgical performance. Chrysostom had witnessed liturgical 
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processions parading through Antioch following an earthquake in an effort to heal the 
city, and he had witnessed the anti-Nicenes of Constantinople suffer utter defeat 
following the performance of hymn-singing parades that he had organized himself. For 
him, it was demonstrably obvious that uttering certain liturgical formulas could set off a 
whole chain of events ranging from the protection of civic space to the expulsion of 
heretics. Similarly, Ambrose had witnessed the efficacy of organized chanting and hymn-
singing as crowds of Milanese managed to occupy the city’s basilicas against armed 
imperial troops.  
This performative approach to liturgical acclamations and hymns takes a different 
avenue than recent scholarship that has focused on congregants’ interior cognitive states 
while performing liturgical formulas. Derek Krueger has argued that “the ritual singing of 
psalms both expressed and shaped interior life” for the performers.474 In other words, by 
chanting certain hymns, prayers, and acclamations during liturgies, the content of those 
formulas encouraged congregants to reflect on their moral state,475 trigger feelings of 
remorse,476 or help them shape their sense of self as a worshipper. Robert Taft similarly 
has sought to excavate the “thought-world” of early Byzantine worshippers and how they 
may have understood the words and symbolism of the formulas performed during 
liturgies.477 He turns his focus to how people “participated in worship ‘interiorly’ by 
contemplating” the Eucharist and its meaning while it is performed.478 
                                               
474 Derek Krueger, Liturgical Subjects: Christian Ritual, Biblical Narrative, and the Formation of the Self 
in Byzantium (Philadelphia: The University of Pennsylvania Press, 2014), 18. 
475 Kruger, Liturgical Subjects, 129. 
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The approach in this chapter rather highlights the instrumentality of liturgical 
acclamations—how they affected the material world. These performances reflect the 
basic lexical meaning of λειτουργία: the public work of the people. Liturgies amounted to 
collective public performances in a variety of contexts ranging from churches to the 
streets of Constantinople. Rather than proclaiming piety or unanimous belief, as bishops 
like Ambrose or Chrysostom would have readers believe, these formulas functioned as 
agonistic invocations aimed at combating demons, plagues, earthquakes, or heretical 
factions. Hagiographies and homilies alike portray these vocalizations as animated with 
ritual power, functioning as aretological speech acts that could trigger miraculous events. 
Repetitions of liturgical oral formulas on amulets or in exorcisms should be interpreted in 
light of these performative contexts of liturgical formulas. By the late antique period, 
Christian liturgies amounted to a repertoire of efficacious formulas adopted and adapted 




CHAPTER FOUR: ἅγιος ἅγιος ἅγιος!: THE PERFORMATIVE CREATION AND 
MATERIALIZATION OF ANGELS AND ARCHANGELS 
 
“Think beside whom you stand; with whom you are about to call on God — with the cherubim!” 
- John Chrysostom479 
 
I. Introduction 
This chapter argues that the performative efficacy of liturgical speech involves 
conceptual agents such as demons and angels in addition to humans. Assemblies 
performed the trisagion (the liturgical acclamation ἅγιος ἅγιος ἅγιος! [“holy, holy, 
holy!”]) and its variants both in Jewish and Christian worship as a chant that was thought 
to join a chorus of angels in heaven. The same acclamation also frequently appears on 
amulets and protective inscriptions. I argue that the materialized trisagion reflects an 
effort to capture the magic of angelic performance in material form. The acclamation’s 
position in Christian Eucharistic rites aided in its popularity on amuletic objects because 
it functioned in those rites as a means to ritually create an assembly of angels. 
Speaking in Antioch circa 395 CE,480 John Chrysostom gave a homily on the 
theophany recorded in Isaiah 6:3 in which the prophet sees God “high and lifted up,” 
surrounded by a heavenly host of Seraphim crying their thrice-holy hymn: “Holy, holy, 
holy is the Lord Sabaoth; the whole earth is full of his glory!” By the fourth century, this 
                                               
479 John Chrysostom, Homilies (4.408-409), ed. A.-M. Malingrey, Sur l’incompréhensibilité de Dieu, SC 
28 (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1970), 260. 
480 For the authenticity and dating of these homilies, see Robert C. Hill, “St. John Chrysostom as Biblical 
Commentator: Six Homilies on Isaiah 6,” St. Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 47 (2003): 19-37, and Jean 
Dumortier, Jean Chrysostome Homélies sur Ozias: Introduction, Texte Critique, Traduction et Notes 
(Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1981). Homily II, III, V, and VI likely date to 387 and formed a cohesive series. 
The first homily in this series likely dates slightly later after 395 CE. Homily IV is later and may not be 
authentic according to Jean Dumortier. 
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“trisagion”481 was incorporated with slight alterations into Christian liturgies as an 
acclamation chanted before the Eucharist during the Great Entrance. Chrysostom’s 
audience would have likely been familiar with this acclamation when he launched into a 
full-throated praise of the angelic cry:  
Above the hosts of angels sing praise. Below men form choirs in the church and 
imitate them by singing the same doxology. Above the seraphim cry out in the 
Thrice-Holy Hymn; below the human throng sends up the same cry. The 
inhabitants of heaven and earth are brought together in a common assembly; 
there is one thanksgiving, one shout of delight, one joyful chorus.482 
 
For Chrysostom, the trisagion created a miraculous convergence of angelic and humans, a 
dual collective of worshippers expressing their delight and thanksgiving both in heaven 
and on earth. This was not a novel idea. Both Jewish and Christian authors from late 
antiquity frequently describe the trisagion as a comingling of angelic and human voices.  
This association between angels and the trisagion acclamation may have 
encouraged its adaption as a protective formula. A few hundred kilometers south-east of 
Constantinople, in the coastal Isaurian village of Anemurium, the trisagion appears 
inscribed on a crude glass-paste amulet.483 The amulet, one of the few discovered in a 
                                               
481 Throughout this chapter, I use the term trisagion to refer both to the chant of the seraphim in Isaiah 6:3 
and the truncated version "holy, holy, holy." This is to distinguish the trisagion from the Trisagion Hymn, 
which appears as an expanded Sanctus in the Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom: "Holy God, Holy Mighty, 
Holy Immortal, have mercy on us." When speaking of Jewish or Christian liturgical uses of the trisagion, I 
use the terms “Qedushah” and “Sanctus” respectively. 
482 John Chrysostom, In Illud: Vidi Dominum 1.1, trans. Robert C. Hill, St. John Chrysostom: Old 
Testament Homilies, vol. 2 (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 2003), 46-113, modified by 
author. 
483 SEG 39:1423. See James Russell, “The Archaeological Context of Magic in the Early Byzantine 
Period,” in Byzantine Magic, ed. Henry Maguire (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library 
and Collection, 1995). For another study on amuletic objects discovered during excavations see John 
Mitchell, “Keeping the Demons Out of the House: The Archaeology of Apotropaic Strategy and Practice in 
Late Antique Butrint and Antigoneia,” in Material Spatiality in Late Antiquity, ed. Luke Lavan et al. 
(Leiden: Brill, 2007), 273-312. 
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stratigraphic excavation, was discovered by archaeologists in the floor levels of a 
domestic site. On the obverse it reads: ἅγιος, ἅγιος, ἅγιος [κ](ύριο)ς Σαβ[αο]θ. The 
reverse bears a “seal of Solomon” formula against the Evil Eye: σφραγ[ὶς Σο]λοµονος 
[ἔ]χι τὴν Βασκανίαν. In this example, the trisagion acclamation is not merely a liturgical 
invocation, it also serves as a formula valued for its ability to protect a certain late 
antique villager from a ubiquitous danger. 
A few hundred kilometers north of Anemurium, the trisagion appears yet again on 
a late antique object in the town of Kidyessos [Figure 8]. Here it was inscribed on a white 
marble slab that formerly adorned the pediment of a vaulted door bearing the inscription: 
O AEĒIOUO Holy, holy, holy, Lord God of Hosts. God is my help! 
 
ὡ αεηιουω ἅγιος ἅγιος ἅγιος κύριος θεὸς ἐστρατιῶν 
ὡ θεὸς βοηθός µο̣[υ]. 484 
 
In this fifth- or sixth-century example, the trisagion was combined with a string of Greek 
vowels. Such vowel strings were a common feature in late antique magical formulas and 
appear elsewhere on inscriptions in western Asia Minor during this time period.485 If we 
read the initial omega as the definite article, this inscription may be regarding the vowel 
string as a divine name. The inscription also idiosyncratically translates “Sabaoth,” a 
word usually left untranslated in this acclamation, with the Greek ἐστρατιῶν. Notably, 
this word is rendered with a characteristically Phrygian spelling486 that may suggest this 
                                               
484 MAMA IX 169 (Kidyessos 10: 1956-12). See online entry: 
http://mama.csad.ox.ac.uk/monuments/MAMA-XI-169.html. 
485 Rangar H. Cline, “Archangels, Magical Amulets, and the Defense of Late Antique Miletus,” Journal of 
Late Antiquity 4, no. 1 (2011): 55-78. 
486 Compare the spelling with ἰστρατιώτης in MAMA XI 45 and MAMA VII 6a. Claude Brixhe, Essai sur le 
grec anatolien au début de notre ère, nouvelle édition (Nancy: Presses Universitaires, 1987), 115-116. 
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inscription echoes an oral 
version of the trisagion 
rather than a Scriptural 
citation. Because protective 
formulas and iconography 
often congregate around 
doorways, this inscription 
was likely deployed as a 
protective measure to 
defend interior space from 
harm or demonic incursion.  
These three late 
antique examples 
demonstrate that the 
function of the trisagion 
acclamation was thought to 
exceed its function in liturgical performances. John Chrysostom envisioned the 
acclamation to trigger a wondrous commingling of humans and angelic choirs. The 
Anemurian amulet illustrates how this angelic chant could be made portable for personal 
use, and the Kidyessos doorway inscription illustrates how it could be monumentalized 
for protecting space. Whether cited within a bishop’s homily, inscribed on a personal 
amulet, or inscribed on an ornate door, these three uses of this brief phrase illustrate the 
Figure 8: Tympanum inscription, Kidyessos, Asia Minor. Creative 
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 Unported 




functionality of the trisagion and an intriguing intersection between local ritual practices 
and institutional rites. Several scholars have noted the ubiquity of the trisagion in so-
called magical formulas and on objects such as amulets. Following his survey of late 
antique lintel inscriptions in northern Syria, W. K. Prentice noted that the trisagion was 
one of the most ubiquitous apotropaic formulas, which the next chapter in this 
dissertation will examine.487 More recently, Theodore De Bruyn published a brief 
analysis of the appearance of the anaphoral trisagion on papyrus amulets from Egypt, 
arguing that its prominent position in the Christian Eucharist inspired its use as an 
apotropaic invocation par excellence.488 This chapter aims to produce a more 
thoroughgoing analysis of the trisagion as a protective acclamation in late antique ritual 
practice in order to demonstrate how liturgical public performance and amuletic function 
were intertwined in late antiquity. What was it about the trisagion that made it a suitable 
protective invocation for late antique individuals? To what extent does the chant’s 
association with angelic beings lend to its operational efficacy? And do the material 
attestations of the trisagion owe a debt to its literal performance in Jewish and Christian 
liturgies? 
 
II. Collective Empowerment, Angels, and Demons 
This chapter situates the trisagion acclamation within the broader culture of late 
Roman collective performance, arguing that a demonologically “animated’ understanding 
                                               
487 W. K. Prentice, “Magical Formulae on Lintels of the Christian Period in Syria,” American Journal of 
Archaeology 10, no. 2 (1906): 147. 




of liturgical acclamations should direct how we interpret their appearance on myriad late 
antique protective objects including pendant amulets and public inscriptions. 
Understanding the trisagion as primarily an angelic acclamation offers a fruitful avenue 
into understanding the perceived operational efficacy of liturgical acclamations when 
inscribed on an amulet. Thus far in this project, “collective empowerment” has only 
involved a collective of humans. However, performance in late antiquity was thought to 
involve many species of sentient agents—gods, nymphs, demons, and angels—and these 
beings were thought to be able to join humans in collective ritual performance. Drawing 
on the theoretical models introduced in Chapter One, this chapter will argue that the 
trisagion’s suitability as a protective acclamation stemmed from its status as an angelic 
cry that joined humans and angels into a collective. Hagiographical and homiletic 
descriptions of chanting the trisagion demonstrate that the embodied experience of 
vocalizing this chant did not merely mean “quoting” or “reciting” the words of angels, 
but rather, meant actively and physically joining them in the ritual in a real and tangible 
way. In some mystical texts, a person could even attain the physical qualities of an angel 
itself by speaking the language of angels. Seen through the lens of speech-act theory, the 
trisagion thus conveys both perlocutionary and illocutionary force. It is a performative 
utterance with the ability to draw angels into the presence of humans and declaring their 
participation in the acclamation. In other words, the trisagion performatively creates 
angels.489  
                                               
489 For more on the “performative construction of demons,” see David Frankfurter, “Where the Spirits 
Dwell: Possession, Christianization, and Saints’ Shrines in Late Antiquity,” Harvard Theological Review 
103, no. 1 (2010): 38. 
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The aim of this chapter, in part, is to take more seriously late antique religious 
experience of and interaction with conceptual, angelic agents.490 As the historian Gregory 
Smith argued in his aptly named article, “How Thin is a Demon?,” late antique people 
viewed demons as thoroughly concrete, material beings.491 The neoplatonist philosopher 
Porphyry of Tyre argues that demons can fatten themselves by consuming the libations 
and smoke of pagan sacrifices.492 Similarly, in Exhortation to martyrdom, Origen argues 
that demons feast on the smoke and incense of pagan sacrifices.493 Elsewhere, he 
acknowledges that demons’ bodies are a “subtle thing” as “tenuous as a breath of air,” but 
he never denies their physicality.494 John Chrysostom similarly thinks of demons in 
material terms. In the same homily cited above in which Chrysostom lauds the trisagion, 
he berates his congregation for misusing and abusing liturgical acclamations with 
demonic tricks: 
“Have mercy on me, O God!” you say, and then give evidence of behavior at 
variance with mercy. “Save me!” you cry, and then exemplify a deportment 
                                               
490Anthropologists in recent years have advocated for paying increased attention to nonhuman agents, 
expanding conceptualizations of personhood to include alternate, nonhuman subjects (e.g. material, 
demonic, or animal ontologies). See Mabel Denzin Gergan, “Animating the Sacred, Sentient and Spiritual 
in Post-Humanist and Material Geographies,” Geography Compass 9, no. 5 (2015): 262-275; Giles Deleuze 
and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1987); Donna Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature (New 
York: Routledge, 1991); Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been Modern (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1991); Benjamin Alberti and Tamara Bray, “Animating Archaeology: of Subjects, 
Objects, and Alternative Ontologies,” Cambridge Archaeological Journal 19, no. 3 (2009): 337-343; 
Edward Swenson, “The Materialities of Place Making in the Ancient Andes: A Critical Appraisal of the 
Ontological Turn in Archaeological Interpretation,” Journal of Archaeological Method and Theory 22 
(2015): 677-712. 
491 Gregory Smith, “How Thin is a Demon?” Journal of Early Christian Studies 16, no. 4 (2008): 471-512. 
492 Porphyry, Abst. 2.42 (Jean Bouffartigue, Michel Patillon, and Alain Ph. Segonds, eds. De l’abstinence, 
3 vols., Collection des universités de France (Paris: Belles Lettres, 1977), 2:109. 
493 Origen, mart. 45 (Paul Koetschau, ed., Origenes Werke 1: Die Schrift vom Martyrium, Buch I-IV gegen 
Celsus, GCS 2 [Leipzig: J.C. Hinrichs, 1899], 41-42. 




inconsistent with saving. Why do they raise their hands on high in supplication 
with constant gesturing and disordered cavorting, and why the loud meaningless 
cries accompanied with expulsion of breath? Are these not the manners of 
whores plying their trade in alleyways, in one case, and in the other, the behavior 
of those sounding off at the spectacles? So how dare you mix demons’ tricks with 
this angelic doxology?”495 
 
Chrysostom targeted several individuals who were, in his estimation, devolving into 
disordered chanting and shouting by pairing the formulas with dancing, stretching out 
their hands, stomping their feet, and “circling around with the whole body.” What should 
draw our attention, though, are the demonological undertones that Chrysostom attributes 
to these actions, and the extent to which angelic and demonic agents are assumed to 
participate in these collective chants. In the same way that liturgical acclamations such as 
the trisagion could invite angels into the presence of humans, these same acclamations 
could be construed as demonic if performed in the wrong way.   
There are myriad implications when taking seriously the materiality of demons’ 
bodies in the late antique imaginary. If demons are composed of matter, what are the 
implications of demon possession? Exorcism can be thought of as a medical procedure as 
an exorcist attempts to extract demonic substance from one’s body. An apotropaic door 
lintel takes on new meaning as a home-security device placed precisely at the weakest 
point of the house, the doorway, where demons with their tenuous bodies can slip through 
the door cracks.  
 All of these assumptions about late antique beliefs about the materiality of 
demons can be extended to angels as well. Angels were thought to have bodies with 
substance. Their voices have substance and can be heard and felt. The trisagion and 
                                               
495 In Illud: Vidi Cominum 1.2. Translation by Hill, modified by author. 
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amuletic objects inscribed with this acclamation demonstrates that late antique people 
attributed apotropaic efficacy to the acclamations of angels. They believed that chanting 
this acclamation could draw angels physically into their presence. Inscribing this 
acclamation on amulets demonstrates how people recognized the danger of demons and 
responded accordingly. Demons and angels are implicated in this entire discussion 
surrounding the performative and material charisma of the trisagion. 
Taking the materiality of demons and angels seriously does not mean becoming 
“theologians behind historians’ masks,” as the scholar of early Christianity Laura 
Nasrallah suggests.496 Rather, it is to explore how late antique individuals responded to 
demonic and angelic agency in their daily lives. This approach draws inspiration from 
research on the agency of objects. Anthropologists in recent years have advocated paying 
increased attention to nonhuman agents, including animals, natural forces, and, 
especially, objects. But another relevant category of nonhuman agents includes ghosts, 
deities, angels, and demons. John Chrysostom is responding to the social agency of 
angels when he declares to his congregation in a homily, “Think beside whom you stand, 
with whom you are about to call on God—with the cherubim!” His congregation, 
likewise, responds to the agency of angels by performatively creating them by shouting 
the trisagion. 
The aim of this thesis is to examine the intersection of the material efficacy of 
objects inscribed with the trisagion and the angelic agents implicated in the collective 
                                               
496 Laura Nasrallah, “Material Culture and Historical Analysis,” in The Oxford Handbook of New 
Testament, Gender, and Sexuality, ed. Benjamin Dunning (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 68. 
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performance of this acclamation. Similar to objects inscribed with megatheistic, 
aretological acclamations discussed in Chapter Two, the materialized trisagion preserves 
and recapitulates the power of a collective ritual associated with the power of 
supernatural beings. However, unlike νίκα, εἷς θεός, or Κύριε ἐλέησον, angelic beings 
fulfill a more participatory role in the collective performance of the trisagion. Both 
humans and angels participate in the performance and form a unified collective. The 
adoption of the trisagion as widespread liturgical formula also occurred alongside the 
widespread practice of inscribing the acclamation on protective objects. Throughout late 
antiquity, angels and archangels appear in textual and material evidence as protective 
beings, and the trisagion frequently appears alongside other protective strategies such as 
angelic names and images. This suggests that the trisagion was closely associated with 
angels regardless of whether the practitioners knew of its specific locus classicus in 
Isaiah or even of its role in Christian liturgies.   
III. The Amuletic Trisagion Illustrated in Nine Objects 
The trisagion appears on several late antique amulets, including five striking 
examples likely from Asia Minor and Syria. This chapter also considers two gold 
pendants and two gold signet rings from private collections that follow a similar 
iconographical program of these five amulets: two angels singing the trisagion below a 
bust of Christ. The following section will examine each of these examples in turn, though 
this list is by no means exhaustive of all amuletic objects bearing the trisagion 
acclamation.497  
                                               
497 There is a very large corpus of portable, amuletic objects that bear some version of the trisagion. Jeffrey 
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Cyzicus (Figure 9.1.): The oldest 
example in this corpus is a bronze disk from 
Cyzicus in northwest Asia Minor, dating to the 
third century CE. This amulet was found in 1891 
at a Roman cemetery about 140 kilometers north 
of Pergamon.498 Measuring 4.3 by 4.6 centimeters, the reverse of the amulet depicts the 
familiar iconography of a “Holy Rider” spearing a supine female demon. Ahead of the 
rider stands an angel with one wing lifted upward. An inscription encircles the whole 
scene reading: “Angel Araaph: Flee, hated one! Solomon pursues you!” The obverse 
depicts two figures, presumably Helios and Selene, standing over a lion trampling 
another female figure. Again, an inscription encircles the disk, this time invoking the four 
archangels: “Michael, Gabriel, Ouriel, Raphael, guard the bearer [of this amulet!]” 
Squeezed between the two deities on the obverse of the amulet, as if the craftsman added 
it as an afterthought, is the trisagion: “Holy, holy, holy.” Below this are ambiguous letters 
resembling RPSS. Scholars have debated how to categorize this amulet (e.g., Jewish or 
Christian).499 However, it is important to consider that the imagery of angels, the Holy 
                                               
Spier published two lead “hystera” amulets of unknown provenance that bear the trisagion on the reverse. 
See Jeffrey Spier, “Medieval Byzantine Magical Amulets and Their Tradition,” Journal of the Warburg 
and Courtauld Institutes 56 (1993): 52 nos. 7-8. There are also several extant amuletic armbands, including 
a silver armband located in the Royal Ontario Museum (Toronto), no. 986.181.93. The armband is 
composed of four amuletic medallions. One medallion depicts the Holy Rider, another medallion only 
bears the Greek inscription, “Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord.” See Gary Vikan, “Two Byzantine Amuletic 
Armbands and the Group to which They Belong,” The Journal of the Walters Art Gallery 49/50 
(1991/2992): 33-51.  
498 Albert Sorlin Dorigny, “Phylactère Alexandrin,” Revue des Études Grecques 4 (1891): 287-96., See 
also Rangar Cline, Ancient Angels: Conceptualizing Angeloi in the Roman Empire (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 
152. 
499 Scholars who have written on this artifact have argued whether the amulet can be labeled as “Jewish” or 
“pagan.” Albert Sorlin Dorigny, who originally published this amulet in 1891, calls it a “Jewish” amulet 
Figure 9.1: Bronze amulet, Cyzicus. 




Rider, and deities were all part of a shared repertoire of powerful iconography in late 
antique Asia Minor. We need not assume this amulet to be “wholly Jewish” or “not 
Jewish” based on this iconography. Rather, we should frame this amulet as evidence of a 
ritual specialist drawing elements from several authoritative traditions.  
Koula: This bronze amulet was found in the late nineteenth century at the town of 
Koula about 100 kilometers east of Smyrna.  It measures 4.8 centimeters by 4.65 
centimeters and most likely dates to the fifth or sixth century. Although to my knowledge 
the amulet has been lost, the original publication of this amulet provided a detailed 
drawing.500 Like the example from Cyzicus, the obverse again bears the images of Helios 
and Selene, but in this example, they flank a nimbed and crowned bust of a male, perhaps 
Christ.501 The reverse bears the image of the Holy Rider transfixing a female figure with 
a cross-tipped spear and an angel stands before him gesturing with an uplifted wing. 
However, unlike the other amulets under investigation here, this inscription bears the 
Christian Sanctus: 
Seal of the living God. Protect the One who wears this. Holy, holy, holy is the 
Lord Sabaoth, heaven and earth are full of your glory. Flee, hated one, O angel 
Araaph; Solomon chases you from the bearer. 
 
                                               
that borrows pagan motifs (Dorigny, “Phylactère Alexandrin,” 1891). Erwin Goodenough emphatically 
states, “As to the amulet as a whole, the symbolic beings and the trisagion are purely Jewish, and I see no 
reason to suppose that this amulet had any other than a Jewish origin” (Goodenough, Jewish Symbols in the 
Greco-Roman Period, Vol. 1: The Archaeological Evidence from Palestine (New York: Pantheon Books, 
1953), 230). William Horbury brusquely dismisses what he calls “speculative arguments” that the disk is 
Jewish (Horbury, Jewish Inscriptions of Graeco-Roman Egypt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1992), 228. More recently, Rangar Cline describes the iconography as “Jewish with some polytheistic 
elements” while describing the inscription as "wholly Jewish" (Cline, Ancient Angels, 152-153). 
500 See T. Homolle, “Nouvelles et Correspondance: Ionie,” Bulletin de correspondance hellénique 17 
(1893): 638. 
501 Bonner theorizes the image is Christ. Campbell Bonner, “Two Studies in Syncretistic Amulets,” 
Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 85 (1942): 470. 
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As will be discussed below, two different trisagion acclamations appear in Jewish and 
Christian liturgies. The Jewish Qedushah mirrors the reading from Isaiah 6:3: “The whole 
earth is full of His Glory.” The Christian Sanctus generally reads: “Heaven and earth are 
full of your glory.” Bonner erroneously identifies this as the biblical version quoted at the 
end of Isaiah 6:3.502 The inclusion of the phrase “heaven and earth” distinguishes this 
inscription from the Septuagint reading and evinces the producer of this amulet was 
recalling a Christian liturgical performance. 
Palestine 





amulet in 1941. It 
remains there to this day in the university’s Kelsey Museum.503 It is a thin plate of bronze 
measuring 5.4 centimeters in diameter with a hole punched through the top of the disc for 
suspending the object.504 As with the examples from Koula and Cyzicus, the obverse 
depicts the Holy Rider spearing a female demon with an angelic escort raising its right 
wing. Behind the rider is the megathestic εἷς θεός acclamation: “There is one God who 
                                               
502 Bonner, “Two Studies in Syncretistic Amulets,” 470. 
503 Kelsey Museum of Archaeology, University of Michigan (Ann Arbor, MI), object no. 26119. 
504 For discussions on this amulet see: Eunice Dauterman Maguire, Henry Maguire, and Maggie Duncan-
Flowers, Art and Holy Powers in the Early Christian House (Urbana-Champaign, IL: University of Illinois 
Press, 1989), 214-215. 
Figure 9.2: Bronze amulet, © Kelsey Museum, University of Michigan 
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conquers evil!” (εἷς θ(εὸ)ς ὁ νικὸν τὰ κάκα).  An inscription of the opening words of 
Psalm 90 encircles the perimeter of the amulet: “He that dwells in the help of the Most 
High shall abide in the shelter of the God of heaven. He shall say to the Lord…” (+ ὁ 
κατοικῶν ἐν βοηθίᾳ τοῦ Ὑψίστου ἐν σκέπῃ τοῦ θ(εο)ῦ τοῦ οὐρανοῦ αὐλισθίσεται ἐρῖ τõ 
Κ(υρί)ῳ). The reverse depicts Christ surrounded by the symbols of the four living 
creatures of Ezekiel that were later associated with the four Evangelists. On the left is the 
flying angel of Matthew and the ox of Luke. On the right is the eagle of John and the lion 
of Mark. Underneath this scene is the trisagion, likely evoking the memory of the scene 
from Revelation 4:8. Below this are several prominent ring-signs called charakteres. At 
the bottom of the field, a lion is depicted attacking a scorpion. As with the obverse, an 
inscription encircles the reverse: “Seal of the living God, protect from all evil him who 
wears this phylactery” (+ σφραγὶς θ(εο)ῦ ζόντος, φύλαξον ἀπὸ παντὸς κακοῦ τὸν 
φοροῦντα τὸ φυλακτήριον τοῦ(το) / '+). 
Palestine or Syria (Figure 9.3):  In 1950, Dumbarton Oaks acquired a bronze 
amulet505 that closely resembles the 
example housed at the University of 
Michigan discussed above.506 The 
amulet was purchased from a dealer in 
Beirut in 1949. This example also 
depicts the Holy Rider spearing a 
                                               
505 Bronze amulet, Dumbarton Oaks Museum (Washington, D.C.), BZ.1950.15. 
506 Marvin C. Ross, Catalogue of the Byzantine and Early Medieval Antiquities in the Dumbarton Oaks 
Figure 9.3 Bronze amulet. © Dumbarton Oaks, 
Byzantine Collections, Washington, DC. 
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demon with a spear topped with a cross and bears inscriptions of Psalm 90, the εἷς θεός 
acclamation, and the trisagion. As with the University of Michigan amulet, this example 
also depicts several charakteres on the reverse; however, it is not as well preserved. It 
likely originates from Syria, but its exact provenance is unknown. 
Aleppo: This amulet is a bronze disk very similar to Figures 9.2 and 9.3. It also 
deploys the εἷς θεός acclamation, Psalm 90, and the trisagion. It purportedly is held in a 
private collection, though its location is unknown and only an early 20th century drawing 
exists of the amulet.507  
 Two late antique Gold Pendants 
(Figures 9.4 and 9.5): The trisagion also 
appears on two gold pendants dating to the 
sixth or seventh century that depict a bust 
of Christ above two angels.508 The angels in 
both examples are bent over, perhaps 
bowing toward the bust of Christ. Squeezed 
between the two angels are the words ἅγιος ἅγιος ἅγιος. The location of the trisagion 
between the angels may suggest that the image aims to represent the angels singing the 
words.  
                                               
Collection, vol. 1 (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 1962), 53. 
507 R. Mouterde, “Objets magiques, recueil S. Ayvaz,” Mélanges de l’Université Saint Joseph 25 (1942-
43): 105-126, no. 57. 
508 Jeffrey Spier published Figure 9.4 in Treasures of the Ferrell Collection, cat. No. 161. See also John 
Herrmann and Annewies van den Hoek, “Apocalyptic Themes in the Monumental and Minor Art of Early 
Christianity,” in Pottery, Pavements, and Paradise: Iconographic and Textual Studies on Late Antiquity 
(Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2013), 378. 
Figure 9.4 Gold Pendant, 6th or 7th century, Photograph   
© Bruce M. White, 2010 
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Although these pendants lack 
conventional magical imagery and text 
from the previous examples (e.g., the Holy 
Rider, a formula against a specific demon, 
or charakteres), it is very possible that 
these objects also functioned as amulets for 
their users. Like the previous examples, 
these objects were fashioned to be worn around the neck with a string or chain. The 
iconographical program on both objects is also very similar to that of the sixth-century 
bronze amulet from Koula, which depicts two angels bowing before a bust of Christ. The 
bronze amulet from Cyzicus [Figure 9.1] also squeezes the trisagion between Helios and 
Selene.  
Two Gold Rings (Figures 9.6 and 9.7): The trisagion appears on several pieces 
of late antique jewelry including two gold rings that may have intended to function as 
amulets. One example, located in the British Museum, depicts a bust of Christ holding a 
book [Figure 9.6].509 
Below the bust stand 
two bowing angels. 
Around the edge of 
the ring’s bezel reads 
                                               
509 Gold ring, British Museum (London), AF.223. See David Buckton, ed., Byzantium: Treasures of 
Byzantine Art and Culture from British Collections (British Museum Publications, Ltd.: London, 1994), 
107. 
Figure 9.6: Two different angles of gold ring. Trisagion is inscribed on the bezel of the 
signet. CC BY-NC-SA 4.0, © The Trustees of the British Museum 
Figure 9.5 Gold Pendant, 6th or 7th century, Photograph © 
Bruce M. White, 2010 
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the trisagion, curiously lacking the iota in each ἅγιος: Ἅγος, ἅγος, ἅγος Κύριος Σαβαώθ. 
The ring dates to the sixth or seventh century CE. The iconography is somewhat similar 
to the gold pendants cited above [Figures 9.4 and 9.5].  
The second example is located in the Walters Art Museum in Baltimore [Figure 
9.7].510 It is an octagonal gold ring depicting eight scenes from the life of Christ around 
the band. The Ascension is depicted on the signet. Christ is surrounded by twelve 
Apostles looking up toward God surrounded by four angels. Around the bezel of the 
signet is the trisagion: Ἅγιος, ἅγιος, ἅγιος Κύριος Σαβαώθ. Similar rings from the late 
antique period bear more explicitly protective formulas. For example, an inscription on a 
late antique ring housed in the Boston Museum of Fine Arts can be reconstructed to read: 









                                               
510 Gold ring, Walters Art Museum (Baltimore, MD), no. 45.15. 
511 Gold octagonal ring, Museum of Fine Arts (Boston, MA), no. 98.803: ἐπ ἀγααθῷ τῇ φορούσῃ. See 
Annewies van den Hoek, Denis Feissel, John Herrmann, “Lucky Wearers: A Ring in Boston and a Greek 
Epigraphic Tradition of Late Roman and Byzantine Times,” Journal of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston 6 
(1994): 41-62. For more on late antique amuletic rings, see: Ashley Elizabeth Jones, “‘Lord Protect the 
Wearer’: Late Antique Numismatic Jewelry and the Image of the Emperor as Talismanic Device” (PhD 
diss., Yale University, 2011).  
Figure 9.7: Gold Ring, Walters Art Museum, CC0: No Rights Reserved. 
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IV. Angels and Protection in Late Antiquity: The Cultural Backdrop of the 
Amuletic Trisagion 
All of these objects reflect a widespread late antique tradition of invoking or 
portraying angels for protection. The trisagion acclamation seems to have been a 
conventional acclamation in this tradition. The objects discussed here date between the 
third and seventh centuries, and several of them share similar iconographic elements. 
First of all, the five bronze amulets mentioned above [Figures 9.1 – 9.3] depict the 
familiar motif of a mounted soldier spearing a supine foe. This foe takes several forms 
including serpents or lions, but it most commonly appears as a demonic female figure 
variously identified by scholars as Lilith, Alabasdria, or Abyzou from the Testament of 
Solomon.512  The so-called “holy rider” or “rider saint” also takes several forms, 
sometimes appearing in military garb, holding a spear tipped with a cross, and with a 
nimbus around his head.513 The identity of the rider is likewise ambiguous though 
variously identified as St. Sissinius514 or King Solomon. Two of the examples under 
analysis here—the amulets from Koula and Cyzicus—identify the rider specifically as 
Solomon. By late antiquity, Jews and Christians alike recognized Solomon as a powerful 
ritual specialist who was particularly skilled at controlling demons.515 Other extant late 
                                               
512 Vikan, “Art, Medicine, and Magic in Early Byzantium,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 38 (1984): 79. 
513 The bibliography of the rider saint motif is extensive. Select works include: H. Menzel, “Ein 
Christliches Amulett mit Reiterdarstellung,” Jahrbuch des Römisch-Germanischen Zentralmuseums Mainz 
2 (1955): 253-261; Maguire, Maguire, and Duncan-Flowers, Art and Holy Powers in the Early Christian 
House, 212-217; T. Matantseva, “Les amulettes byzantins contre le Mauvais Oeil du Cabinet des 
Médailles,” Jahrbuch für Antike und Christentum 37 (1994): 110-120; Christopher Walter, “The Intaglio of 
Solomon in the Benaki Museum and the Origins of the Iconography of Warrior Saints,” in Pictures as 
Language: How the Byzantines Exploited Them (London: Pindar Press, 2000), 397-414. 
514 Bonner, “Two Studies in Syncretistic Amulets,” 468. 
515 The Testament of Solomon also depicts Solomon wielding a ring given to him by God which allows him 
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antique amulets also depict a Holy Rider spearing a female demon with similar 
inscriptions about the “Angel Araaph” and Solomon, but these five examples are the only 
ones, to my knowledge, that invoke the trisagion. All five of these amulets also portray an 
angel with an uplifted wing leading the Holy Rider, and all five bear the trisagion as an 
acclamatory invocation. The meaning of the angel's uplifted wing is ambiguous, but it 
may mark the angel as the rider’s escort or signify that the angel is saluting or acclaiming 
the rider.  
The angelic iconography and formulas on all of these objects—the bronze 
amulets, the gold pendants, and the gold rings—follow a widespread tradition in late 
antiquity in which angels were invoked as protective beings. Dozens of late antique 
amulets and protective inscriptions from Asia Minor, Syria, Palestine, and Egypt call 
upon angels and archangels to protect users from all manner of harm. A vivid example is 
found as a monumental inscription built into the wall of the theater in Miletus that calls 
upon the archangels to protect the whole city: “Archangels! Protect the city of the 
Milesians and all the inhabitants!”516 The block bears six (originally seven) amuletic 
ovals that each contain short invocations to archangels along with voces magicae. Scholar 
                                               
to bind and control demons, though this text’s problematic manuscript tradition should raise questions 
about how much light, if any, it can shed on the Solomon magical tradition in late antiquity. Sarah Iles 
Johnston, “The Testament of Solomon from Late Antiquity to the Renaissance,” in The Metamorphosis of 
Magic from Late Antiquity to the Early Modern Period, ed. Jan Bremmer and Jan Veenstra (Leuven: 
Peeters, 2002), 35-49; Todd Klutz, Rewriting the Testament of Solomon: Tradition, Conflict and Identity in 
a Late Antique Pseudepigraphon (New York: Bloomsburg, 2005); Sarah Schwarz, “Reconsidering the 
Testament of Solomon,” Journal for the Study of the Pseudepigrapha 16, no. 3 (2007): 203-237; Ra’anan 
Boustan and Michael Beshay, “Sealing the Demons, Once and For All: The Ring of Solomon, the Cross of 
Christ, and the Power of Biblical Kingship,” Archiv für Religionsgeschichte 16, no. 1 (2015), 99-130; 
Allegra Iafrate, The Wandering Throne of Solomon: Objects and Tales of Kingship in the Medieval 
Mediterranean (Leiden: Brill, 2015). 
516 Cline, Ancient Angels, 61. 
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of early Christianity Rangar Cline hypothesizes that the orientation of the inscription is 
critical to understanding its original purpose. Situated on the side of the theater facing 
toward the city’s harbor, the inscription may have aimed to protect the city from diseases 
endemic to swampy waters. 
Another example of 
protective monumental 
inscriptions of archangel 
names was discovered on the 
four sides of a watchtower in 
Umm el-Jimal, Jordan [Figure 
10].517 The massive building 
was built out of basalt blocks 
and still stands nearly three-
stories tall. At the top of the tower are four balconies jutting from each wall. Each 
balcony is adorned with an inscription with a single archangel name respectively: Gabriel 
(east), Michael (west), Ouriel (north), and Raphael (south). The rest of the building is 
adorned with other protective inscriptions. A block built into the east wall of the tower 
lower than the archangel balconies reads: +τοῦτω + νικᾷ + βοηθῖ,518 referring to the 
protection afforded by the symbol of the cross. Another block built into the north wall 
                                               
517 Bert de Vries and John Wilson Betlyon, Umm El-Jimal: A Frontier Town and its Landscape in 
Northern Jordan, Volume 1 Fieldwork 1972-1981, Journal of Roman Archaeology Suppl. Series 26 
(Portsmouth, RI: Journal of Roman Archaeology, 1998).  
518 William Henry Waddington, Inscriptions grecques et latines de la Syrie (Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1870), 
no. 2068 C 
Figure 10: Umm el-Jimal Watchtower. Note that two of the 
balconies are visible in this photograph near the top of the tower. 
Photograph by Bashar Tabbah, CC BY-SA 4.0 
 
 194 
explicitly calls for Christ’s protection: Χ(ριστ)έ, εὐχή σ(οι) ἁγ(ίασο)ν, φ(ύ)λ(α)ξ(ο)ν 
ἡµᾶς.519 Similar to the Miletus inscription, the position of these inscriptions matter. 
Pointing in the four cardinal directions, the four archangel inscriptions ensure their 
visibility no matter how one approaches the building.  
Portable amulets also frequently invoke angelic names or depict angels for 
protection alongside other magical elements such as charakteres, voces magicae, and 
strings of vowels.520 A late antique gold lamella discovered in a grave in the region of 
Thessaly lists over a dozen angelic names interspersed with charakteres and voces 
magicae to “give victory and favor” for a certain John and Georgia and their house.521 
The invocation specifically calls on the δύναµις of the angels to achieve this protection, 
suggesting that the named angels were capable of serving as protective agents to defend 
domestic space from harm. The amulet was perforated four or five times with small, 
evenly-spaced holes which may indicate it was displayed on a wall. This further indicates 
that the mere display of angelic names was thought to convey protective efficacy as what 
we see with the monumental inscriptions on the barracks tower of Umm el-Jimal.   
These examples from across the late antique Mediterranean world demonstrate 
that angels were widely regarded as protective agents. Modern audiences often associate 
                                               
519 Waddington, Inscriptions grecques et latines, no. 2068A 
520 Aramaic amulets also invoke archangels for protection. For two late antique examples, see Roy 
Kotansky, “Two Inscribed Jewish Aramaic Amulets from Syria,” Israel Exploration Journal 41, no. 4 
(1991): 267-281. 
521 Kotansky, “Greek Magical Amulets,” 220, no. 26 and 44. This is another gold lamella inscribed with 
archangel names. This example was discovered in a tomb in Rome and is inscribed with only four names of 
archangels. See also no. 33 in the same volume for an earlier amulet with a much more extensive list of 
angelic names on a bronze lamella. PGM IV.1812-16 instructs the user to make a gold tablet and inscribe 
the names of seven archangels on it. 
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angels with Christianity and Judaism, but it is more apt to view them as characteristic of 
late Roman religion in general. The aforementioned inscription on the Miletus theater 
invokes angels without any demonstrably Christian iconography or text.522 The bronze 
amulet from Cyzicus [Figure 9.1] juxtaposes the Holy Rider and an angel alongside 
Greco-Roman solar and lunar deities and charakteres. The Council of Laodicea, a 
regional synod assembled c. 360 CE, specifically prohibited gathering to invoke angels, 
calling such practices "secret idolatry.”523 This suggests that people were worshipping or 
invoking angels away from the institutional centers of Christianity. Creators of amulets 
and protective inscriptions were pragmatic bricoleurs of efficacious iconography and 
formulas.  
 
V. The Trisagion’s Performative Context: Jewish Mystical and Liturgical Origins  
The amuletic trisagion should be interpreted within the broader tradition of 
invoking and depicting angels for protection, but these objects also reflect actual 
acclamatory performance of the trisagion. The following section will argue that objects 
                                               
522 Cline labels these protective objects "extra-ecclesiastical" invocations of angels because they appear 
outside of institutional contexts. He argues that during the fourth and fifth centuries in Asia Minor, these 
extra-ecclesiastical invocations of angels caused anxiety among certain Christian authorities. Cline 
concludes that amulets constituted one way that Anatolian Christians would typically invoke angeloi away 
from the watchful eyes of ecclesiastical authorities, thus making the practice “secret” (Ancient Angels, 
147).  
523 Council of Laodicea, Canon 35: “It is forbidden for Christians to abandon the Church of God, and to 
depart, invoke angels, and hold gatherings. Therefore, if someone should be discovered taking part in this 
secret idolatry, let him be anathema, because he has abandoned our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, and 
entered into idolatry.” Greek: Ὅτι οὐ χριστιανοὺς ἐγκαταλείπειν τὴν Ἐκκλησίαν τοῦ θεοῦ, καὶ ἀπιέναι, καὶ 
ἀγγέλους ὀνοµάζειν, καὶ συνάξεις ποιεῖν, ἅπερ ἀπηγόρευεται. Εἴ τις οὖν εὑρεθῇ ταύτῃ τῇ κεκρυµένῃ 
εἰδολατρείᾳ σχολάζων, ἔστω ἀνάθεµα, ὅτι ἐγκατέλειπε τόν Κύριον ἡµῶν Ἰσοῦν Χριστὸν, τὸν Υἱόν τοῦ 
θεοῦ, καὶ εἰδολατρίᾳ προσῆλθεν. Translation by Rangar Cline, Ancient Angels, 143. Greek text from C. J. 
Hefele, Histoire des Consiles, vol. 1, part 2 (Paris: Letouzet et Ané, 1907) 1017-1018. 
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inscribed with this acclamation do not reflect a Scriptural citation, but rather an oral 
performance. By the late antique period, the trisagion had been a common acclamation 
chanted in Jewish and Christian liturgies for centuries. In these performative contexts, 
chanting the trisagion was thought to join humans and angels into a single choir. Objects 
inscribed with the trisagion, especially those inscribed with recognizably liturgical 
variations of the acclamation, likely retained this association. As objects with a strong 
oral and performative dimension, the amuletic objects listed above [Figures 9.1–9.7] 
evoke and sediment an acclamation that was either thought to originate from angels or at 
least performatively create angels in liturgical settings.  
From its earliest attestations, the trisagion was an acclamation associated with 
heavenly beings. It first appears in the opening verses of Isaiah, which records a mystical 
theophany by the prophet that is generally dated between 742-700 BCE: 
In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, high and 
lofty; and the hem of his robe filled the temple. Seraphs were in attendance above 
him; each had six wings: with two they covered their faces, and with two they 
covered their feet, and with two they flew. And one called another and said: 
“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory.” 
(Isaiah 6:1-3 NRSV)524 
 
In this passage, the trisagion resounds as an antiphonal cry shouted525 between at least 
two526 celestial beings named seraphim. Scholars have discussed at length the nature of 
these creatures and the etymology of their name elsewhere, but in general, the vision 
                                               
524 See also the translation from Bryan D. Spinks, The Sanctus in the Eucharistic Prayer (Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 1991), 14.  
525 ἐκέκραγον in the Septuagint. 
526 Spinks, The Sanctus in the Eucharistic Prayer, 1991, 14. Spinks surmises that the Hebrew expression 
"one...to another" might imply only two seraphim, though he determines verse 6 might imply several such 
beings. See also G. B. Gray, Isaiah 1-25 (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1912), 105, 107-108. 
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describes them as six-winged creatures with some anthropomorphic attributes (e.g., 
hands, faces).527 Isaiah envisions them as guards or royal attendants of YHWH as they 
stand above his throne, though they also perform ritual duties such as purifying the mouth 
of the prophet with a burning coal. By the late antique period, these creatures appear to be 
elided with more generically humanoid angels. Late antique amulets bearing the trisagion 
depict two-winged angels rather than the fantastic six-winged creatures described in the 
acclamation’s origin story.  
Perhaps owing to this angelic locus classicus, the trisagion has long been linked 
with the joining of humans and angels both during liturgical performance and in mystical 
texts. Although it is possible that the trisagion originated as an acclamation in First 
Temple period worship,528 the earliest direct evidence of its liturgical function comes in 
                                               
527 Some have argued that the seraphim were serpentine in nature. These scholars suggest that the 
etymology of seraphim relates to the term for “snake,” and that flying serpents with anthropomorphic 
characteristics are not uncommon in Near Eastern and Babylonian iconography. See J. B. Pritchard, 
Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament, 3rd ed. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1969), 292; A. Piankoff and N. Rambova, Mythological Papyri (New York: Pantheon Books, 1957), 
16 and 26.  
528 Although the precise origin of the trisagion is unclear, several scholars have suggested it originated as a 
liturgical formula from the First Temple in Jerusalem (see Otto Kaiser, Isaiah 1-12 (London: SCM Press, 
1972), 126; J. Bright, A History of Israel (London: SCM Press, 1960), 494; R. E. Clements, Isaiah 1-39 
(London: Marshall, Morgan, and Scott, 1980), 74; Ivan Engnell, The Call of Isaiah (Uppsala: Lundequitska 
bokhandeln, 1949), 35; Spinks, The Sanctus in the Eucharistic Prayer, 14. The Hebrew Bible scholar 
H.G.M. Williamson points to the curious repetition of “holy” as evidence of the phrase’s original 
performative context, suggesting that emphatically ascribing “holiness” to a deity stretches back “to the 
earliest days of temple worship” in Canaan (Holy, Holy, Holy: The Story of a Liturgical Formula [Berlin: 
Walter de Gruyter, 2008], 21). He continues that the phrase “the whole earth is full of his glory” must have 
been an oral formula as it appears with only minor changes elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible as the 
conclusion of Psalm 72 (“Blessed be his glorious name forever; may the whole earth be filled with his 
glory! Amen and Amen!” (Ps. 72: 19; see also Numbers 14:21). For some scholars, the theoretical liturgical 
origins of the trisagion acclamation are uncontroversial. R.E. Clements envisions the hymn as a choral 
antiphon that would have been chanted at the Temple (In Spirit and in Truth: Insights from Biblical 
Prayers [Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1985], 74). Hans Wildberger confidently states, “Without a doubt, the 
trisagion was part of the liturgy in the Jerusalem Temple,” pointing to the use of the epithet “Sabaoth” as 
evidence of a cultic setting for the phrase (Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12: A Continental Commentary, trans. 
Thomas Trapp [Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress, 1991], 265). Others have suggested that these 
opening verses of Isaiah 6 intended to evoke images of a new year festival when YHWH was thought to 
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the form of the Qedushah. This is a Jewish prayer that found widespread use in 
synagogue liturgies during the late antique period. Although the Qedushah appears in a 
variety of forms, they all share this characteristic of drawing together two angelic chants 
from the Hebrew Bible: Isaiah 6:3 (“Holy, Holy, Holy”) and Ezekiel 3:12 (“Blessed be 
the glory of the Lord from his place”).529 The precise origins of the Qedushah are 
obscure, but scholars generally agree that groups chanted variations of it in synagogue 
liturgies throughout Palestine at least by the first century BCE and probably earlier. Some 
have suggested that the acclamation transformed from a primarily biblical text to a 
liturgical acclamation sometime after the third century BCE within the context of 
Hellenistic-era synagogues.530 
Daily liturgical prayers existed in Palestine by the second century BCE that may 
                                               
preside in judgment over his people (See Wilhelm Vischer, Die Immanuel Botschaft im Rahmen des 
königlichen Zionsfestes (Zürich: Evangelischer Verlag, 1955; E. C. Kingsbury, “The Prophets and the 
Council of Yahweh,” Journal of Biblical Literature 83 (1964): 279-286. Though this idea is rejected by 
others. See Rolf Knierim “The Vocation of Isaiah,” Vetus Testamentum 18, no. 1 (1968): 54.) These 
considerations have led many to conclude that the trisagion originated as a liturgical formula (See Also 
Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12, 24 and 261). However, there is no direct evidence that the trisagion found use as a 
liturgical formula in the First Temple period. Even into the Second Temple period, its precise liturgical 
origins remain obscure. Although Robert Hayward argues for the plausibility that the seraphim’s chant was 
a common feature in the temple liturgy, even after a thoroughgoing analysis, he admits that the evidence 
leads “us to almost to suppose that the Temple’s worship included, or could have included, the song of the 
seraphim” (Robert Hayward, “The Chant of the Seraphim and the Worship of the Second Temple,” 
Proceedings of the Irish Biblical Association 20 [1997]: 80). Bryan Spinks, a scholar of liturgical studies, 
also admits that it may have originated as a Temple chant before the eighth century BCE but stops short of 
endorsing the conclusion (Spinks, The Sanctus in the Eucharistic Prayer, 24). The early liturgical use of the 
trisagion must remain in the realm of speculation for the time being.  
529 The three versions of the Qedushah are generally labeled as: The Qedushah de-Amidah (the Statutory 
Prayer), the Qedushah de-yotzer (The prayer before the Shema), and the Qedushah de-Sidra. See David 
Fiensy Prayers Alleged to Be Jewish: An Examination of the Constitutiones Apostolorum, Brown Judaic 
Studies 65 (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1985), 66; I. Elbogen, Jewish History: A Comprehensive History, 
trans. R. P. Scheindlin (Philadelphia, PA: Jewish Publication Society, 1993), 54-66; Eric Werner, “The 
Doxology in Synagogue and Church: A Liturgico-Musical Study,” Hebrew Union College Annual 19 
(1945): 282-291. 
530 Christfried Böttrich, “Das Sanctus in der Liturgie der hellenistischen Synagoge,” Jahrbuch für Liturgie 
und Hymnologie 35 (1994/1995): 10-36. 
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suggest that humans were thought to imitate angelic praise during recitation.531 For 
example, although the Dead Sea Scrolls do not specifically mention the Qedushah,532 a 
series of daily prayers blessing the rising and setting of the sun preserved in 4Q503 attest 
to a ritual milieu where the Qedushah could have been performed.533 The text preserves a 
prayer in Hebrew to be recited on the sixth day of the month: “[We] the sons of your 
covenant shall praise [...] with all troops of [light].”534 Other fragments attest to angels 
“testifying”535 and “praising”536 God alongside humans. 4Q503 does not appear to have 
been composed by the Qumran sectarians, suggesting that the liturgy may have been 
practiced by other branches of Judaism in the region during the Second Temple period.537 
The War Scroll also describes that the Community thought of itself as joining in praise 
with a multitude of celestial beings in heaven at the end of time, though it is unclear if 
this passage alludes to actual earthly liturgical performances.538  
                                               
531 Esther G. Chazon, “Human and Angelic Prayer in Light of the Dead Sea Scrolls,” in Liturgical 
Perspectives: Prayer and Poetry in Light of the Dead Sea Scrolls, ed. Esther G. Chazon (Leiden: Brill, 
2003). 
532 Some scholars have noted that there are traces of the Qedushah in the Dead Sea Scrolls though. See M. 
Weinfeld, “Traces of Qedushat Yozer and Pesukey de-Zimra in the Qumran Literature and in Ben-Sira,” 
Tarbiz 45 (1975-1976): 15-26; “The Angelic Song Over the Luminaries in the Qumran Texts,” in Time to 
Prepare the Way in the Wilderness, eds. Dimant and Schiffman (Leiden: Brill, 1995). 
533 Esther G. Chazon, “Liturgical Communion with the Angels at Qumran,” in Sapiential, Liturgical and 
Poetical Texts from Qumran, ed. Daniel Falk, Florentino García Martínez, and Eileen Schuller (Leiden: 
Brill, 1998), 95-105. 
534 Frgs. 8-9 II.1-5. Translation from Chazon, “Liturgical Communion with the Angels at Qumran,” 97. 
535 Frgs. 11, 15, 65. 
536 Frgs. 38, 64. 
537 Chazon, “The Qedushah Liturgy and Its History in Light of the Dead Sea Scrolls,” in From Qumran to 
Cairo: Studies in the History of Prayer, ed. Joseph Tabory (Jerusalem: Orhot Press, 1999), 13. 
538 1QM 12: “For the multitude of the Holy Ones [is with Thee] in heaven, and the host of the angels is in 
your holy abode, praising Your Name. And you have established in [a community] for yourself the elect of 
your holy people. [The list] of the names of all their host is with you in the abode of your holiness...You 
will muster the [hosts of] your [el]ect, in their Thousands and Myriads, with Your Holy Ones [and with all] 
your angels....” Translation by Géza Vermes, The Complete Dead Sea Scrolls in English, 7th ed. (London: 
Penguin Classics, 2011), 398. 
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This joining of humans and angels in worship in the Dead Sea Scrolls may mirror 
how the Qedushah was conceptualized in later synagogue liturgies as humans imitating 
angelic praise.539 Scholars generally agree that Tosefta Berakhot 1:9 contains the earliest 
explicit mention of the acclamation in synagogue liturgy:540  
R. Judah used to respond together with him who pronounced the Benediction: 
“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of Hosts, the whole earth is full of His Glory,” and, 
“Blessed be the glory of the Lord out of His place.” All these R. Judah used to 
say together with him who pronounced the Benediction.541 
 
The Qedushah also played a prominent role in mystical texts, especially in literature 
describing visions of ascensions to heaven. 3 Enoch 1:11-12, for example, describes 
Rabbi Ishmael joining the heavenly creatures shouting the Qedushah before God: 
But after an hour, the Holy One, blessed be he, opened to me gates of 
Shekinah...He enlightened my eyes and my heart to utter psalm, praise, 
jubilation, thanksgiving, song, glory, majesty, laud, and strength. And when I 
opened my mouth and sang praises before the throne of glory the holy creatures 
below the throne of glory and above the throne responded after me saying, 
“Holy, holy, holy,” and, “Blessed be the glory of the Lord in his dwelling 
place.”542 
 
Scholars have suggested that this passage endorses synagogue liturgy in an indirect 
manner.543 The juxtaposition of Isaiah 6:3 and Ezekiel 3:12 indicates that the holy 
                                               
539 For example, the Qedushah de-Yoser. See Philip Alexander, “The Family of Caesar and the Family of 
God: The Image of the Emperor in Heikhalot Literature,” in Images of Empire, ed. Loveday Alexander 
(London: Bloomsbury, 2009), 283. Fixed synagogue liturgies are only extant in later centuries. For 
example, Gaonic synagogue prayer books such as the ninth-century Seder Amran Goan include the 
Qedushah as part of the Yotser and Amidah prayers, but it is likely the formula found use in synagogue 
worship centuries before.  
540 Steven Weitzman, Song and Story in Biblical Narrative: The History of a Literary Convention in 
Ancient Israel (Bloomington and Indianapolis, IN: Indiana University Press, 1997), 121-122.  
541 For dating and translation, see Jacob Neusner and Richard S. Sarason, eds., The Tosefta Translated from 
the Hebrew (Massachusetts: Hendrickson Publishers, 2008), 1.ix. 
542 3 Enoch 1:11-12. Translation by P. Alexander, “3 (Hebrew Apocalypse of) Enoch,” in Old Testament 
Pseudepigrapha, vol. 1, ed. J.H. Charlesworth (Garden City, NJ: Doubleday, 1983), 256-257. 
543 Ann Conway-Jones, Gregory of Nyssa’s Tabernacle Imagery in Its Jewish and Christian Contexts 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 184. Peter Schäfer, “The Aim and Purpose of Early Jewish 
Mysticism,” in Hekhalot-Studien (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1988): “The Merkavah mystic participates in 
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creatures were specifically singing a form of the Qedushah. Although Rabbi Ishmael 
himself does not utter the Qedushah in the text, the heavenly beings themselves shout it 
back to him after he opens his mouth in praise. But he does achieve some level of 
superhuman capacities to sing with the angels. God enlightens Rabbi Ishmael’s eyes and 
heart, enabling him to break out into “psalm, praise, jubilation thanksgiving, song, glory, 
majesty, laud, and strength.” These texts suggest that from an early date, Jewish texts cast 
the Qedushah as an angelic chant that humans could imitate.  
 
VI. The Trisagion’s Performative Context: Christian Liturgies 
By the third century, the Qedushah was incorporated into Christian liturgies. In 
these Christian performances, though, the assembly is explicitly conceptualized as 
literally joining an angelic choir rather than simply imitiating angelic praise. The 
Apostolic Constitutions (AC) perhaps represents the clearest example of this influence 
and the continued association of the acclamation with angels even when transposed into 
Christian liturgical contexts.544 The AC is a church order most likely compiled in the 
environs of Antioch in the late fourth century.545 In eight treatises, it addresses a wide 
                                               
the liturgy of the heavenly court. Significantly it is not he who joins the singing of the angels. Rather, the 
angels answer his singing, which is infused in him by God, with the Trisagion of Isaiah 6:3 and with 
Ezekiel 3:12, thus with nothing but the liturgy which is performed on earth in synagogues” (287). 
544 Pieter W. van der Horst and Judith H. Newman, “The Hellenistic Synagogal Prayers in the Apostolic 
Constitutions,” in Early Jewish Prayers in Greek (Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2008), 1-94 ; 
Kaufmann Kohler, “The Origin and Composition of the Eighteen Benedictions with a Translation of the 
Corresponding Essene Prayers in the Apostolic Constitutions,” Hebrew Union College Annual 1 (1924): 
415-418; J. H. Newman, “Holy, Holy, Holy: The Use of Isaiah 6.3 in Apostolic Constitutions 7.35.1-10 and 
8.12.6-27,” in Of Scribes and Sages: Early Jewish Interpretation and Transmission of Scripture, 2, ed. C. 
A. Evans (London: T. & T. Clark International, 2004), 123-134.  
545 The Apostolic Constitutions are compiled from other texts. Books 1-6 are a reworked version of the 
Didascalia Apostolorum and book 7 reworks the Didache. 
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range of topics from ecclesiastical organization and hierarchy to Eucharistic prayers. AC 
7.35 in particular contains a series of prayers that bear similarities with synagogue 
liturgy.546 Included among these prayers is a version of the Qedushah recognizable by the 
juxtaposition of Isaiah 6:3 and Ezekiel 3:12. The thanksgiving prayer reads like a series 
of acclamations that “compels all men to cry out”: 
How great are your works, O Lord! You have made all things in wisdom. The 
earth is full of your creation. A fiery army of angels and intellectual spirits say: 
“Only One is holy to Phelmouni,” and the holy seraphim, who together with the 
six-winged cherubim sing for you the song of victory (τὴν ἐπινίκιον ᾠδήν), cry 
out with never-silent voices: “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Sabaoth, heaven and 
earth are full of your glory!” (Isaiah 6:3) And the multitudes of the other 
orders—angels, archangels, thrones, dominions, principalities, authorities, and 
powers—say with a loud voice: “Blessed be the glory of the Lord from his 
place!” (Ezekiel 3:12).547 
 
The back-to-back citation of Isaiah 6:3 and Ezekiel 3:12 suggests that this form of the 
Sanctus was adapted from the Qedushah of synagogue worship.548 However, while the 
various versions of the Qedushah generally follow the Masoretic form of Isaiah 6:3 
verbatim (“the whole earth is full of his glory”),549 the Sanctus as it appears in the AC and 
elsewhere in early Christian liturgies almost exclusively employs different phrasing: 
“heaven and earth are full of your glory.” This phraseology does not necessarily mean 
that the formula “heaven and earth” is a tell-tale sign of the Christian Sanctus. Jewish 
                                               
546 Specifically, the seven berakot of the Sabbath amidah prayer. See David Fiensy, Prayers Alleged to be 
Jewish; Spinks, The Sanctus in the Eucharistic Prayer, 53. 
547 AC 7.35.1-10. Translation from Pieter van der Horst and Judith Newman, eds., Early Jewish Prayers in 
Greek (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2008), 59-60 
548 Taft, “Interpolation of the Sanctus into the Anaphora: When and Where? A Review of the Dossier,” 
Orientalia Christiana Periodica 57 (1991): 302. 
549 This closely follows the Septuagint wording as well: καὶ ἐκέκραγον ἕτερος πρὸς τὸν ἕτερον καὶ ἔλεγον 
῞Αγιος ἅγιος ἅγιος κύριος σαβαωθ, πλήρης πᾶσα ἡ γῆ τῆς δόξης αὐτοῦ. 
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texts such as 2 Enoch and the Apocalypse of Moses include this phrasing as well;550 
however, this phrasing does become the standard form of the trisagion in Christian ritual 
contexts. 
The Sanctus became a near ubiquitous acclamation in Christian liturgies as part of 
the Eucharistic prayer called the anaphora. Liturgiologist Bryan Spinks argues that the 
east Syrian liturgy of Addai and Mari, which dates to the third century, contains the 
earliest use of the anaphoral Sanctus.551 The fragmentary text reads: 
And the priest recites quietly...Your majesty, O Lord, a thousand thousand 
heavenly beings adore; myriad myriad of angels, and ranks of spiritual beings, 
seraphim, glorify your name, crying out and glorifying… 
 
People: Holy, holy... 552 
 
Here the Sanctus is chanted as a collective acclamation after the preface of the 
Eucharistic prayer, which mirrors its place in other liturgical rites throughout the eastern 
Mediterranean. Papyrological evidence suggests that the anaphoral Sanctus was 
performed in Egypt by the third or fourth century.553 Book 8 of the Apostolic 
Constitutions also includes an anaphoral Sanctus.  
                                               
550 See R.M.M Tuschling, Angels and Orthodoxy: A Study in Their Development in Syria and Palestine 
from the Qumran Texts to Ephrem the Syrian (Tübingen: Siebeck, 2007), 186-187 for a discussion of this 
phrase. 2 Enoch 21.1 and Testament of Isaac 6.24 both include “heaven and earth” when citing the 
trisagion acclamation, though it is possible these are Christian interpolations.  
551 Spinks, The Sanctus in the Eucharistic Prayer, 58-61; See also William Macomber, “The Oldest 
Known Text of the Anaphora of the Apostles Addai and Mari,” Orientalia Christiana Periodica 32 (1966): 
335-371; Sarhad Jammo, “The Anaphora of the Apostles Addai and Mari: A Study of Structure and 
Background,” Orientalia Christiana Periodica 68 (2002): 5-35. 
552 Translation from R. C. D. Jasper and G. J. Cuming, Prayers of the Eucharist: Early and Reformed 
(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2019), 67.  
553 See Michael Zheltov, "The Anaphora and the Thanksgiving Prayer from the Barcelona Papyrus: An 
Underestimated Testimony to the Anaphoral History in the Fourth Century," Vigiliae Christianae 62 
(2008): 467-504. The fourth-century papyrus codex P.Monts.Roca inv.128-178 is composed of both Latin 
and Greek texts. Among the Greek texts are liturgical prayers including a complete anaphora. Although the 
codex dates to the fourth century, Zheltov hypothesizes that the anaphora may date earlier (p. 498). 
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[Priest]: You [God] do the countless hosts of angels, archangels, thrones, 
dominions, principalities, authorities, and powers, Your everlasting armies, 
worship. The cherubim and the six-winged seraphim, with two covering their 
feet, with two their heads, and with two flying, say, together with thousands 
thousands of archangels, and ten thousand times ten thousand of angels, 
incessantly, and with constant and loud voices, 
 
And let the whole people say it with them: Holy, holy, holy, Lord of hosts, heaven 
and earth are full of his glory! Be blessed forever, amen!554 
 
The text specifically calls for the congregation to speak in a loud voice with the angelic 
chorus in heaven. Evidence from liturgical hymns such as those of Romanos the Melodist 
suggest that such acclamations were indeed chanted loudly or even shouted. The cantor in 
Romanos’s hymns frequently instructs the congregation to shout the refrains, and the 
later seventh-century council of Trullo stipulated that congregants must avoid breaking 
out in “undisciplined shouts” (βοαῖς).555 The Sanctus was a climactic moment in the daily 
liturgical rites not only because of its placement near the Eucharist but also because of its 
sheer volume and collectivity. 
 
VII. The Orality of the Trisagion: Amuletic Improvisations Reflect Oral 
Performance 
The trisagion’s prominent role in Jewish and Christian liturgies as a joining of 
human and angelic voices may have encouraged its proliferation on amulets and 
                                               
554 Apostolic Constitutions 8.12.25-32. Translation by author: σὲ προσκυνοῦσιν ἀνάριθµοι στρατιαὶ 
ἀγγέλων, ἀρχαγγέλων, θρόνων, κυριοτήτων, ἀρχῶν, ἐξουσιῶν, δυνάµεων, στρατιῶν αἰωνίων, τὰ Χερουβὶµ 
καὶ τὰ ἑξαπτέρυγα Σεραφὶµ ταῖς µὲν δυσὶν κατακαλύπτοντα τοὺς πόδας, ταῖς δὲ δυσὶ τὰς κεφαλάς, ταῖς δὲ 
δυσὶ πετόµενα, καὶ λέγοντα ἅµα χιλίαις χιλίασιν ἀρχαγγέλων καὶ µυρίαις µυριάσιν ἀγγέλων ἀκαταπαύστως 
καὶ ἀσιγήτως βοώσαις, καὶ πᾶς ὁ λαὸς ἅµα εἰπάτω, "Ἅγιος, ἅγιος, ἅγιος κύριος Σαβαωθ, πλήρης ὁ οὐρανὸς 
καὶ ἡ γῆ τῆς δόξης αὐτοῦ. εὐλογητὸς εἰς τοὺς αἰῶνας, ἀµήν." Greek text from F.X. Funk, ed., Didascalia et 
Constitutiones Apostolorum, vol. 1 (Paderborn, 1905), 504-506. 
555  The Council of Trullo, Canon 75. Translation from Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, 2:14, 398. Greek: 
Heinz Ohme, R. Flogaus, C. Rudolf Kraus, eds., Concilium constantinopolitanum A. 691/2 in Trullo 
habitum (Concilium quinisextum) (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2013), 52. 
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protective inscriptions. In a study on six Greek papyrus amulets556 from late antique 
Egypt that deploy the Sanctus, Theodore de Bruyn has argued that the Sanctus’s inclusion 
at a critical moment in the Christian liturgy—the anaphora—influenced its adoption as an 
apotropaic acclamation.557 Since Christian ecclesiastical authorities, or at least people 
familiar with ecclesiastical rites, frequently functioned as the scribes and producers of 
amulets in late antique village life, it may be correct to assume that the trisagion’s 
prominent position in the Christian liturgy aided in its dissemination into local practice. 
These amulets do indeed occasionally echo liturgical rather than Scriptural phraseology, 
like in the amulet from Koula which uses the liturgical phrase “heaven and earth” rather 
than the Septuagint reading of “the whole earth.” Whoever made this amulet was likely 
recalling an oral formula as it was performed in a Christian liturgical rite.  
At least one amulet from a Jewish liturgical context invokes a variation of the 
trisagion acclamation that may reflect oral performance as well. Archaeologists 
discovered a cache of nineteen metal lamellae in the apse of a late antique synagogue 
near Kibbutz Nirim in the western Negev Desert. One example invokes the God of 
Vengeance, reading: “Holy, Holy, Holy, Holy, Holy...God of Vengeance.”558 The 
inscription does not follow the conventional Qedushah formula; rather, it repeats “Holy” 
more than three times and adds a reference to Psalm 94:1 with “God of Vengeance” 
instead of “Sabaoth.” This may demonstrate the creator’s willingness to improvise on the 
                                               
556 P. Koln IV. 171; P. Cair. 10263; P. Prag. I.6; P. Heid. G. 1101; G Vitelli inv. 365; P. Princ. II.107. 
557 Theodore De Bruyn, “The Use of the Sanctus in Christian Greek Papyrus Amulets,” Studia Patristica 
40 (2006): 19. 
558 Joseph Naveh and Shaul Shaked, Amulets and Magic Bowls: Aramaic Incantations of Late Antiquity 
(Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1985), Amulet No. 12, 17-19. 
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popular liturgical form of the acclamation. The oral nature of the Qedushah may have 
aided in the proliferation of such improvisations.  
Another late antique Jewish amulet demonstrates the orality of the trisagion and 
the extant terminology on amulets was borrowed from both Hekhalot literature and 
liturgical performance in synagogues. The amulet calls to protect a certain Marian, 
daughter of Sarah, and her fetus from demons. The text starts with a variation of the 
trisagion and continues into a litany of names of God alongside unintelligible voces 
magicae. The formula has a hymnic, oral quality to it with constant repetition of key 
words (God, God, God) and syllables (YH YH YH YH).559 The text also specifically 
evokes the image of angelic beings standing before the throne of God. I agree with 
Gideon Bohak’s theory that this formula crosses “from human language to divine 
glossolalia.”560 Anyone performing this formula was thought to echo the voices of angels 
while uttering a divine language.  
Formulas on papyrus amulets from late antique Egypt also demonstrate the oral 
dimensions of the trisagion acclamation and may point toward influence from actual 
performance of the formula in liturgical settings. A fifth-century papyrus amulet, PGM 
P13, deploys a lengthy, liturgical invocation of Christ for protection.561 The Greek 
formula deploys an improvised version of the trisagion while evoking the image of a 
huge crowd of angels crying out the acclamation: 
                                               
559 The dittography in this example and the amulet from Kibbutz Nirim may also have a visual dimension. 
The lettering of the many repetitions of “Holy” on the Kibbutz Nirim amulet stand out noticeably from the 
rest of the text.  
560 Gideon Bohak, Ancient Jewish Magic: A History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 338. 




I call upon you, God of heavens and God of earth and God of the saints through 
the holy blood (?), the fullness of the aion, who was sent for us (?), who came to 
the world and broke the claw of Charon, who came through [the agency of] 
Gabriel in the womb of Mary, the virgin, who was born in Bethlehem and raised 
in Nazareth, who was crucified by Pontius Pilate, therefore the veil of the Temple 
was torn because of him, who rose from the dead in the grave on the third day 
following his death, who showed himself in Galilee and ascended to the top of 
the heavens, who has on his left ten thousand times ten thousand angels, likewise 
on his right ten thousand times ten thousand angels crying with a single voice 
thrice: ‘Holy, holy is the king of eternity’, wherefore the heavens are full of his 
divinity…The principalities and powers and cosmic rulers of darkness, or an 
unclean spirit, or fall of a demon at noontide, or chill, or fever, or ague, or harm 
from people or powers of the adversary, shall not prevail against the image, as it 
was created by the hand of your divinity, for yours is the power and the mercy of 
the aion, which rules eternity.562 
 
This invocation echoes liturgical performance and may indicate that the scribe 
was familiar with institutional rites. The opening lines read like a creed, listing the major 
moments from Christ’s life. The text also parallels exorcistic formulas and calls for 
protection against a panoply of demonic harms. The text delineates a list of demonic 
species including “principalities and powers and cosmic rulers of darkness, or an unclean 
spirit.” This starkly differentiated demonology suggests that PGM P13 was performed in 
an exorcistic context or at least aimed to be an apotropaic formula against demons or 
“unclean spirits.”563 The last line reads somewhat like the Lord’s Prayer: “For yours is 
the power and the mercy of the aion, which rules eternity.” 
As with other depictions of the Sanctus in liturgical orders, a massive crowd of 
angels proclaim the acclamation. The formula specifically states that they shout “with 
one voice” (µιᾷ φωνῇ), which is the conventional turn of phrase used to describe 
                                               
562 Translation from Agnes T. Mihalyko, “Christ and Charon,” 187-188. 
563 Papyrologist Agnes Mihalyko notes these parallels in a thoroughgoing reexamination of PGM P13. See 
Mihalyko, “Christ and Charon,” 185. 
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acclamatory outbursts throughout late antique literature. The text also stresses the number 
of angels shouting the acclamation. Thousands stand on Christ’s left and myriads upon 
myriads on his right. This is an improvised version of Daniel 7:10, which also was 
performed in late antique Egyptian liturgical rite. For example, the fourth-century 
papyrus codex P.Monts.Roca inv. 154b-157b records several Christian liturgical prayers 
including a full anaphora in Greek that echoes Daniel 7:10 as well as the Sanctus. The 
text praises Jesus Christ as surrounded by a host of angelic beings:  
[Jesus Christ] who sits on the chariot, Cherubim and Seraphim before it, who is 
attended by thousands of thousands and myriads of myriads of angels, 
archangels, thrones and dominions, hymning and glorifying with whom we are 
also hymning, saying: ‘Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord of Sabaoth! Heaven and earth are 
full of Your glory!’564  
 
PGM P13 shares the same hallmarks of liturgical performance as P.Monts.Roca inv.154b. 
The Sanctus in PGM P13 itself lacks the traditional third ἅγιος, but the following phrase 
“wherefore the heavens are full of his divinity” makes it clear that the scribe meant to 
evoke the phraseology of the liturgical trisagion. PGM P13 also echoes liturgical practice 
by evoking Daniel 7:10 as it appears in P.Monts.Roca inv.154b and other liturgical 
texts.565 Rather than a mistake, this may indicate that the scribe of PGM P13 was writing 
the acclamation from memory or purposely improvising on a common liturgical phrase.   
Another late antique magical formula, London Hay 10122, also demonstrates the 
orality of the trisagion acclamation. This formula dates to the sixth or seventh century 
                                               
564 For translation and analysis of this papyrus, see Michael Zheltov, “The Anaphora and the Thanksgiving 
Prayer from the Barcelona Papyrus,” Vigiliae Christianae 62, no. 5 (2008), 467-504.  
565 See the Anaphora preserved in the fourth-century Euchologium of Sarapion. M.E. Johnson, The Prayers 




and possibly served as a method to drive patrons to a business. 
The gathering, the gathering of angels for the salutation of the Father: 
I shall sing and glorify and hymn: 
Holy, holy, god almighty, creator, invisible one, 
Hormosiel, the angel in whose hand is the trumpet, as he gathers the angels for 
the salutation of the father, of the whole council of the father, 
 




I beg, I invoke you today, Hormisel 
The angel in whose hand are [the gatherings], 
[that you] gather today 
 The [whole] generation of Adam, 
 And [all] the children of Zoe, 
Through the power of the [great] unseen names of terror, 
Ariel, Oriel, Emiel, Thimiael, Thanael, Patriel, 
Who gather the entire cosmos, 
 Along with everything in it, 
From the region of the sunrise to its place of setting.566 
 
The formula specifically invokes the angel Harmosiel, who is mentioned in other late 
antique Coptic spells as a gatherer and leader of angelic choirs.567 The formula continues 
with a lengthy list of angelic names, including a few familiar names such as Michael and 
Suriel. It also includes a truncated version of the trisagion that the four living creatures 
cry out in Revelation 4:8: “Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God Almighty, who was and is 
and is to come!”  
These texts reflect variations of the trisagion that were performed in the regional 
liturgical rites of Syria and Egypt, the very same regions where the bulk of the amulets 
                                               
566 Translation by David Frankfurter in Marvin Meyer and Richard Smith, Ancient Christian Magic: Coptic 
Texts of Ritual Power (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999), 171-172. 
567 Marvin Meyer and Richard Smith, Ancient Christian Magic: Coptic Texts of Ritual Power (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999), 246-247. See also Krisztina Hevesi, “P. Stras. K 204 and K 205: An 
Unpublished Coptic Magical Collection from the Bibliotheque nationale et universitaire de Strasbourg,” in 
Bild und Schrift auf ‘’magischen’ Artefakten, ed. Sarah Kiyanrad, Christoffer Theis, and Laura Willer 
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2018), 86. 
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described in this chapter originate. This is not to say that there was a specific direction of 
influence from liturgical performance to magical formulas or vice versa. Rather, it speaks 
to how oral performance forms the cultural backdrop for how these texts were read and 
experienced.568 The trisagion would have most readily been experienced orally in a 
liturgical performance, not while reading Isaiah 6. Moreover, a wide array of late antique 
authors, both Jewish and Christian, envisioned that these performances amounted to an 
angelic performance. Congregants were encouraged to imagine heaven extending into 
their physical space. Local craftsmen and scribes, the producers of metal and papyrus 
amulets, drew the trisagion from this oral repertoire of efficacious formulas.  
 
VIII. The Trisagion as Collective Empowerment 
Liturgical performances of the trisagion were also thought to invoke and join a 
gathering of angels, especially during the anaphora.569 Ecclesiastical authorities and 
liturgical orders encourage the assembly to envision joining in acclamation with angelic 
beings. For example, the euchologion of Serapion, a fourth-century liturgical text from 
Egypt, instructs the audience to join in with an innumerable army of angelic beings 
during the anaphora: 
Beside you stand a thousand thousands, and a myriad myriads of angels, 
archangels, of thrones, dominions, principalities, and powers. Beside you stand 
the two most-honored six-winged seraphim. With two wings they cover the face, 
and with two their feet, and with two they fly; sanctifying. With them receive 
                                               
568 Lawrence Hoffman, “Censoring In and Censoring Out: A Function of Liturgical Language,” in Ancient 
Synagogues: The State of Research, ed. Joseph Gutmann (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1981), 23.  
569 Grant White, “The Imagery of Angelic Praise and Heavenly Topography in the Testament of Our 
Lord,” Ecclesia Orans 19 (2002): 315-332. 
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also our sanctification as we say: Holy, holy, holy Lord of Sabaoth; heaven and 
earth are full of your glory.570 
 
The rite first constructs an image of a host of angelic beings already singing the 
acclamation. It encourages individuals to imagine being surrounded by this throng: “You 
are attended by thousands upon thousands” and “Beside you stand the two most worthy 
Seraphim.” The rite is vividly physical. The assembly not only joins the angels in 
chanting the acclamation in heaven, but the bodies of angels and humans are envisioned 
to stand side by side.   
Other ecclesiastical authorities from late antiquity have made it clear that when 
performing the Sanctus, the assembly joins the angels in the physical space of those 
performing liturgical formulas. As early as the third century, Origen assumed that angels 
physically joined in liturgical assemblies: 
I do not doubt that angels are even present in our assembly—not only generally, 
to every church, but even singly...Here a double church is present, one of men, 
the other of angels. If we say anything in accord with reason and according to the 
intent of the Scriptures, the angels rejoice and pray with us. And angels are 
present in the church—at least in that church that deserves them and belongs to 
Christ. This is the reason why women are commanded to have “a veil on their 
heads” when they pray, “because of the angels.” Which angels? Clearly those 
who aid the holy ones and rejoice in the church.571 
 
Here, Origen ascribes social agency to angels. The presence of angels influences how 
members of the assembly act or even dress. Members are encouraged to imagine the 
close proximity of angels while performing the liturgical rites. John Chrysostom shared 
this notion that angels enter the physical space of humans during a liturgical performance. 
                                               
570 Eucharistic Prayer of Bishop Serapion, Greek text and English translation from Maxwell Johnson, The 
Prayers of Sarapion of Thmuis: A Literary, Liturgical, and Theological Analysis (Rome: Pontificio Istituto 
Orientale, 1995), 46-47. 
571 Origen, Homily on Luke 23.8. Translation by Joseph Lienhard, Origen: Homilies on Luke, Fathers of 
the Church Patristic Press 94 (Washington, D. C.: Catholic University of America Press, 1996), 101. 
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For example, in several of his homilies, John Chrysostom declares to his congregation 
that angels, including cherubim and seraphim, stand beside the Eucharistic table:572 
What are you doing, O man? When the priest says: ‘Let us lift up our mind and 
our hearts,’ why do you not affirm and say, ‘We lift them up to the Lord?’ You 
are not afraid? You are not ashamed of being found a liar at this terrible moment? 
Bless me, what a wonder! The Mystical Table is prepared, the Lamb of God is 
sacrificing Himself for you, the priest is struggling on your behalf, spiritual fire is 
gushing forth from the undefiled Table, the Cherubim are standing by and the 
Seraphim are flying, the six-winged creatures are covering their faces, all the 
bodiless powers together with the priest are interceding on your behalf, the 
spiritual fire is descending, the blood from the Immaculate Side is emptying into 
the vessel for your purification, and you are not afraid, you do not blush, and you 
are found a liar at that terrible moment?573 
 
Chrysostom constructs a vivid temporal moment during the liturgical service in which 
cherubim and seraphim physically join in the liturgical space. The liturgical furniture and 
implements are involved in the drama as fire gushes forth from the Eucharistic table and 
the cherubim stand by. Seraphim fly through the air, presumably in the church building 
itself. Chrysostom thus creates a sensory experience in which humans and angels join 
together in the liturgy orally and aurally. In another homily, he urges his audience to pay 
attention to specific auditory and visual cues that trigger the angels’ descent into human 
space: “Whenever you heard, ‘Let us pray together,’ whenever you see the curtains 
drawn up, then imagine that heaven above is torn open, and that the angels are 
descending!” The whole liturgical drama implicates a host of angelic bodies in the space 
of worship. 
Like Origen, Chrysostom ascribed agency to angels and warned his congregation 
                                               
572 Mark Roosien, “‘Emulate Their Mystical Order’: Awe and Liturgy in John Chrysostom’s Angelic 
πολιτεία,” Studia Patristica 97 (2017): 115-130. 
573 John Chrysostom, On Repentance and Almsgiving, trans. G. Christo, Fathers of the Church Patristic 
Series 96 (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 1998), 127. 
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to act accordingly to their presence. Chrysostom warns his congregation to chant 
respectfully because of the presence of archangels and seraphim: 
...you should also display great decorum. For you join the choir of angels, and are 
a companion of archangels, and chant with seraphim. And all these tribes display 
good discipline, chanting with great awe their mystical song and their sacred 
hymns to God, the king of all. Therefore, mingle (ἐγκατάµιξον) yourself with 
them as you pray, and emulate their mystical order.574 
 
Chrysostom encourages his congregation to emulate how angels, archangels, and 
seraphim chant their hymns. For Chrysostom, liturgical performance, and the Sanctus in 
particular, amounts to angelic imitation. Chrysostom uses the evocative term 
ἐγκατάµιξον, exhorting his audience to intermingle with the angelic agents.  
The ideal liturgical performance is thus not simply an exercise in imitating angelic 
song, but a comingling of human and angelic voices into one unified acclamation. 
Chrysostom envisions his audience undergoing an identity realignment. An ad hoc in-
group emerges that includes both angels and humans. In social psychological terms, this 
identity realignment can be described as collective empowerment. Collective 
empowerment is the phenomena that individuals experience when participating in crowd 
events. In a collective performance, empowerment involves members of crowd forming 
an ad hoc in-group identity during crowd action vis-à-vis a perceived outgroup.575 
Critically, this does not involve individuals “losing” their identity during crowd action. 
Sociologists in the early twentieth-century, including Durkheim, argued that individuals 
in a crowd succumbed to base, bestial natures, losing their rationality. Rather, collective 
                                               
574 Hom. Matt. 19 (PG 57:277c). Translation from Roosien, “‘Emulate Their Mystical Order,’” 125. 
575 John Drury and Steve Reicher, “The Intergroup Dynamics of Collective Empowerment: Substantiating 




empowerment involves an identity realignment between crowd members. By acting in 
concert, the collective generates a subjective sense of empowerment to achieve specific 
goals.576  
Correct performance of the liturgy, and the Sanctus in particular, created the 
necessary conditions for a miraculous convergence of human and angelic assemblies to 
occur. Performing it incorrectly with wanton gestures or dancing mixed the chant with 
demonic activities. Chrysostom’s rhetoric invites the assembly to reflect on an awe-
inducing scenario of angels joining in the physical space, an inverse of his warning to 
stay away from demonic festivals. In another homily, Chrysostom refers to a local 
festival in the vicinity of Daphne as a magnet for demons. The choruses of men singing at 
this festival equate to “demonic pageantry” that summon the Devil through their “earthly 
songs.” We should not interpret these statements as mere metaphor. For late antique 
individuals, angels and demons were not immaterial ideas, but were experiential and 
material realities.577 Demons were capable of joining in human public liturgical 
performances. According to the hagiography The Life of St. Antony, demons can even 
join in singing the psalms to disrupt monks or drive them into despondency for choosing 
the monastic life.  
They are crafty and quick to change and to transform themselves into anything. 
Frequently, without appearing, they pretend to sing the psalms melodiously, and 
they repeat passages from the lections. Often, after we have read, they 
straightaway, like an echo, say precisely what has been read; and they arouse us 
to prayer when we are asleep, doing so continuously, hardly allowing us to sleep 
                                               
576 Drury and Reicher, “Intergroup Dynamics,” 384. 






Demons were viewed as material threats located in specific spaces throughout the city—
whether inhabiting a cult statue,579 a bathhouse or fountain,580 or the local synagogue.581 
These beings could respond to the vocalizations of humans, drawn by hymns, prayers, 
and slogans.  
This is what Dayna Kalleres calls the “animating power” of public ritual in her 
monograph City of Demons. She argues that late antique individuals experienced their 
local environments as animated environments. By animated, she means an environment 
populated by deities, demons, and angels, all creating an atmosphere that “shaped a 
person's perception of reality in the late antique city and their behavior as political, 
socioeconomic, and cultural agents.”582 She demonstrates how late antique ecclesiastical 
leaders “diabolized” their urban environments, augmenting their authority by casting 
pagan processions, theater gatherings, or folk songs as rituals involving demons and the 
devil. There are many instances of ecclesiastical authorities diabolizing public ritual, but 
the 3rd century Christian theologian Novation provides a stark example in a treatise on 
                                               
578 Life of St. Antony 25 (PG 26:881). Translation from James McKinnon, ed., Music in Early Christian 
Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 55. 
579 For the demonology of statues see Troels Myrup Kristensen, Making and Breaking the Gods: Christian 
Responses to Pagan Sculpture in Late Antiquity (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 2013). 
580 For the power of fountains and springs see Marina Piranomonte’s article, “Religion and Magic at 
Rome: The Fountain of Anna Perenna,” in Magical Practice in the Latin West: Papers from the 
International Conference held at the University of Zaragoza, 30 Sept. – 1st Oct. 2005, ed. Francísco Marco 
Simón and Richard Gordon (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 191-213. For the demonology of bath houses and toilets 
see Katherine Dunbabin, “Baiarum Grata Voluptas: Pleasures and Dangers of the Baths,” Papers of the 
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581 See, for example, how John Chrysostom treats the synagogue space in his Adversus Judaios. 
582 Dayna Kalleres, City of Demons: Violence, Ritual, and Christian Power in Late Antiquity (Oakland, 




These Greek contests, whether in poetry, cithara playing, voices or athletics, have 
various demons as their patrons. And whatever else catches the eye of the 
spectator or beguiles his ears, betrays at its source, if one enquires into its origin 
and organization, some idol, demon, or dead person.583 
 
For Novation, demons attend public ritual and can even affect the senses of human 
performers and audiences. The 4th-century Apostolic Constitutions also warns that singing 
the hymns of pagans could inadvertently open up space for “the evil one to enter into” the 
performer as the song forces the person to utter demonic names.584 Demons could violate 
the very bodily integrity of a person if one performs pagan hymns.   
Ecclesiastical authorities argued that Christian public rituals like processions and 
baptisms could be construed as strategies to combat demons in a demon-infested city. 
Public prayers, acclamations, and hymns were critical tools in this anti-demonic arsenal. 
The way that ecclesiastical authorities describe the trisagion demonstrates an opposite 
process of diabolization that we could call angelization. Chrysostom and Cyril are not 
merely informing their audiences that their performances merge with angels. Chanting an 
angelic cry works as a speech act that has real, empirical consequences. Through their 
ritual language, Chrysostom and Cyril are creating the context where that merging is 
possible. When the acclamation of the trisagion immediately follows, the assembly 
further enacts the scenario that Chrysostom created. In this sense liturgical orders such as 
the Apostolic Constitutions and ecclesiastical authorities like Chrysostom and Cyril are 
                                               
583 De spectaculis IV.5. PL IV, 783. Translation from McKinnon, Music in Early Christian Literature, 48. 
584 Apostolic Constitutions 5.2.10: “Even your rejoicings must be conducted with fear and trembling. For 
the Christian who is faithful ought to sing neither a heathen hymn nor an obscene song, since he will be 
obliged by that hymn to mention the demonic names of idols, and in place of the Holy Spirit the evil one 
will enter into him.” 
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employing what Wade Wheelock calls “situating language.” This is ritual language that 
serves “both to engender a particular state of affairs, and at the same time express 
recognition of its reality.”585 It is language that is creative, constructive, and 
efficacious.586 The trisagion and the accompanying citation of a taxonomy of angelic 
beings function together as an illocution that creates and recognizes a mythic reality that 
angels and humans have joined in the performance together.587  
 
IX. Acclamatory Performance and Embodying the Voices of Angels  
The performative efficacy of the trisagion seems to be rooted in this widespread 
understanding that humans join angels in its collective performance. While the trisagion’s 
prominent role in Christian Eucharistic rites may have contributed to its popularity and 
dissemination as a ritually powerful slogan, Eucharistic iconography or formulas do not 
appear alongside the trisagion in any of the extant amulets that deploy this acclamation. 
These objects presumably do not aim to evoke the memory of the Eucharist. However, 
the acclamation does appear alongside depictions of angels, the names of angels, and the 
invocation of angelic hosts. All five of the bronze amulets cited above [Figures 9.1 – 9.3] 
depict angels. The bronze amulet held at the Kelsey Museum [Figure 9.2] evokes the 
                                               
585 Wade Wheelock, “The Problem of Ritual Language,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 50, 
no. 1 (1982): 58. 
586 Jean Ladriere, “The Performativity of Liturgical Language,” trans. John Griffiths, Concilium 9, no. 1 
(1973): 59-60: “[Liturgical] language makes present for the participants, not as a spectacle, but as a reality 
whose efficacy they take into their very own life.” 
587 For more studies employing Wheelock’s idea of “situating language,” see David Frankfurter, 
“Narrating Power: The Theory and Practice of the Magical Historiola in Ritual Spells,” in Ancient Magic 
and Ritual Power, ed. Marvin Meyer and Paul Mirecki (Leiden: Brill, 1995), 467; Judith M. Kubicki, 
“Interpreting Taizé Prayer in Light of J.L. Austin’s Performative Language Theory,” in Liturgical Music as 
Ritual Symbol: A Case Study of Jacques Berthier’s Taizé Music (Leuven: Peeters, 1999), 147. 
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scene from Revelation 4:8. On this object, the trisagion is inscribed beneath the four 
living creatures who, according to Revelation 4:8, ceaselessly cry out the acclamation. In 
the gold pendants, the trisagion is squeezed between two angels as if they themselves are 
chanting it. The Greek and Coptic formulas cited above, PGM P13 and London Hay 
10122, similarly embed the trisagion in an extended invocation of a gathering of angels. 
Eucharistic themes are not evident. 
These texts and objects demonstrate that chanting, singing, or shouting an angelic 
acclamation conveyed perlocutionary force. By chanting angelic acclamations, humans 
could performatively draw angels into their presence or quell an earthquake. Late antique 
texts also describe humans taking on the qualities of angels in the process of vocalizing 
angelic speech, a process that scholars call attaining “isangelic status.”588 Isangelic status 
connotes the human body exhibiting angelic qualities, a sort of possession during which 
the human body might shine like an angel or produce angelic vocalizations. In the 
Ascension of Isaiah, for example, Isaiah miraculously starts singing in the angel’s 
esoteric tongue and transfigures into an angelic being after joining with them in praise: 
And I saw One standing [in the seventh heaven], whose glory surpassed that of 
all the others...And when I saw him, all the righteous that I had seen, and the 
angels also I had seen, approached him, and Adam and Abel and Seth and all the 
righteous came near him and worshipped him and praised him with one voice; 
and I too sang with them, and my praises were as theirs. And then all the angels 
came near and worshipped and sang praises. And I was transformed and became 
like an angel. (Ascension of Isaiah 39:28-30)589 
 
The text evokes the memory of acclamatory performance with the phrase “with one 
                                               
588 John Poirier, The Tongues of Angels: The Concept of Angelic Languages in Classical Jewish and 
Christian Texts (Tübingen, Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 2010). 
589 Translation by H.M. Hughes revised by A.W. Argyle, “The Ascension of Isaiah,” in The Apocryphal 
Old Testament, ed. H.F.D. Sparks (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984), 805. 
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voice.” It then emphasizes the increasing unity between the angels and Isaiah himself as 
he says, “my praises were as theirs.” The merging of the human and angelic 
performances triggers a transformation as he becomes like an angel himself. The 
Testament of Job, a pseudepigraphical text that may date as late as the fourth century CE, 
depicts a similar story of humans transfiguring into angelic beings. According to the 
story, the daughters of Job don amuletic belts that instantly trigger angeloglossy, an 
angelic language: 
When the one called Hemera arose, she wrapped her own string just as her father 
[Job] said. And she took on another heart, no longer minded toward earthly things, 
but she spoke ecstatically in the angelic dialect, sending up a hymn to God in 
accord with the hymnic style of the angels. And as she spoke ecstatically, she 
allowed the spirit to be inscribed on her garment. Then Kasia bound hers on and 
had her heart changed so that she no longer regarded worldly things. And her 
mouth took on the dialect of the archons and she praised God for the creation of the 
heights…Then the other one also named Amaltheia’s Horn, bound on her cord. 
And her mouth spoke ecstatically in the dialect of those on high, since her heart 
also was changed, keeping aloof from worldly things. For she spoke in the dialect 
of the cherubim, glorifying the Master of virtues by exhibiting their splendor.590 
 
In this passage, the daughters of Job miraculously speak in an angelic dialect. The scholar 
of ancient Christianity Heather Hunter-Crawley argues that such forms of oracular 
possession could be construed as “manifesting divine agency”591 through human bodies. 
The merging of human and angelic speech during the performance of the trisagion runs 
through late antique mystical and apocalyptic texts and could be conceptualized as 
angelic agency working through human bodies as well. For example, in Hekhalot texts, a 
category of late antique Jewish apocalyptic texts or “ascent literature,” describe ascents 
                                               
590 T. Job 47.6b-9. Translation by R. P. Spittler in Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, vol. 1, ed. J.H. 
Charlesworth (Garden City, NJ: Doubleday, 1983), 864. 
591 Hunter-Crawley, “Divine Embodiment: Ritual, Art and the Senses in Late-Antique Christianity,” PhD 
diss. (University of Bristol, 2013), 130. 
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of seers into the heavens where they witness elements of heaven including the throne of 
God, angelic liturgies, or the topography of heaven. These texts depict the seer as 
participating in angelic praise, sometimes with theurgic effects such as taking on physical 
properties of angels. These transformations only go one way though. Humans are 
elevated into angelic status, not the other way around. As the scholar of ancient near 
eastern religions Tyson Putthoff has argued, angels are “ontologically static” in these 
mystical texts.592 This means that they cannot exceed their current form. Humans, on the 
other hand, transform all the time and can achieve greater and more wonderous forms 
such as Enoch transforming into Metatron.593  
The two papyrus amulets from Egypt discussed above, PGM P13 and London 
Hay 10122, hint toward the performative efficacy of the trisagion. Although it is not clear 
if these invocations on PGM P13 and London Hay 10122 were intended to be recited 
aloud, both formulas exhibit a strong sense of orality. In London Hay 10122, whoever 
performed this spell would have employed first-person verbs to assume the identity of 
someone joining in the angel’s trisagion hymn. Those reciting London Hay 10122 would 
have employed a verbal strategy not only to invoke angels but to utter angelic formulas 
themselves. The speaker gains the “strength, capacity, and individual charismatic 
properties”594 of a choir member capable of gathering angels. Oral performances of PGM 
P13 would have similarly involved the performer joining in the angelic choir. The 
                                               
592 Tyson Putthoff, Ontological Aspects of Early Jewish Anthropology: The Malleable Self and the 
Presence of God (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 177. 
593 3 Enoch 7-15. 
594 The folklorist Henni Ilomäki calls this the “ritual I,” employing first-person pronouns and verbs in a 
formula to assume a new self (“The Self of a Charm,” in Charms and Charming in Europe, ed. J. Roper 
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performer is not merely imitating or reciting angels but is thought to literally shout out 
the trisagion along with a heavenly host that the text imagines to exist in heaven. 
Performing as an angel iteratively over time makes a person become more like an angel.   
These texts hint at how late antique performers envisioned the embodied 
experience of angelic performance. The whole body is implicated in the process of 
chanting. Breath passes through the nose and mouth. The sound of the chant strikes the 
ear drums. There is tactile sensation in the throat during the process of vocalization. In a 
very visceral sense, a human vocalizing the inherently efficacious chants of angels means 
embodying angelic power. The power becomes acoustically manifest through speech and 
sound that could draw angels not only into the physical presence of the body but into the 
body itself. 
 
X. Materializing the Acclamation of Angels 
There are myriad implications of materializing an angelic acclamation on an 
amulet. The inscribed objects under discussion in this chapter do not preserve scriptural 
citations, but rather, materialize a vocalization readily experienced in liturgical 
performance. These objects preserve the orality of the original utterance. Orality refers to 
the tendency for inscriptions to reproduce oral genres including liturgy, hymns, ritual 
cries, and especially acclamations.595 Epigraphists such as Amy Papalexandrou maintain 
that inscriptions would have been read aloud.596 There is no proof that the users of 
                                               
595 Andrew Mark Henry, “Apotropaic Autographs: Orality and Materiality in the Abgar-Jesus 
Inscriptions,” Archiv für Religionsgeschichte 17, no. 1 (2017): 165-186. 
596 Amy Papalexandrou, Text in context: eloquent monuments and the Bzyantine beholder,” Word and 
Image, 17.3 (2001): 259-283. 
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portable amulets such as the ones discussed in this chapter [Figures 9.1 – 9.3] pronounced 
the short trisagion inscribed on them, but the acclamation would have evoked the 
memory of a public performance of angels. Examples like the two gold pendants [Figures 
9.4 and 9.5] specifically depict the angels singing the trisagion by squeezing the words 
ἅγιος, ἅγιος, ἅγιος in between the two figures. The iconographic program makes explicit 
the connection with angelic performance. 
Here we see the intersection of what Wade Wheelock calls “situating language” 
and the sedimentation of charisma in material form. Wheelock notes that the efficacy of 
ritual language is rooted in “its ability to create a situation” by the utterance of the words 
(and along with commensurate nonverbal elements such as gestures, movement, and 
objects).597 For example, ritual speech in liturgical contexts relies heavily on first and 
second-person pronouns (“I,” “we,” and “you”)598 in order for the collective to generate a 
shared reality in ritual space. The liturgical discourse wastes no time on explanation 
because the participants are experiencing the same situation as the person or people 
making the utterances. Acclamations, as the most participatory part of liturgical 
performances, enable the collective to affirm and enact the scenario that the liturgy is 
creating. In the cases of the Qedushah in synagogue liturgy and the anaphoral Sanctus in 
Christian liturgy, uttering the trisagion in concert performatively creates the scenario of 
angels and humans chanting together. In the anaphora preserved in the fourth-century 
papyrus codex, P.Monts.Roca inv.128-178, the people performatively populate the space 
                                               
597 Wade Wheelock, “The Problem of Ritual Language,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 50, 
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598 Wheelock, “The Problem of Ritual Language,” 50. 
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with angelic beings: 
[You] who sit on the chariot, Cherubim and Seraphim before it,  
Who is attended by thousands of thousands and myriads of myriads of angels, 
archangels, thrones and dominions, hyming and glorifying, with whom we are 
also hyming, saying…599 
 
Only after populating the space with these angelic species does the crowd burst out into 
the acclamation: “Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord Sabaoth! Heaven and earth are full of Your 
glory!” The utterance is an illocution, making real the angelic performance by vocalizing 
the trisagion. The ritual speech leading up to the acclamation functioned as “situating 
speech” that aided in the creation of the scenario. 
The objects examined in this chapter evoke this performative situation. 
Sometimes the connection with angels is made explicit, such as the artisan of the gold 
pendants [Figures 9.4 – 9.5] who squeezed the words ἅγιος, ἅγιος, ἅγιος between two 
angels bowing before Christ. Other objects, such as the bronze amulet from Koula, lack 
specific angelic iconography but do use liturgical versions of the trisagion. Other 
examples, such as the papyri formulas mentioned above, invoke the names of specific 
angels with improvised versions of the trisagion. The weight of this evidence should 
direct how we view less elaborate amuletic objects that bear the simplest form of the 
trisagion: ἅγιος, ἅγιος, ἅγιος. The glass-paste amulet from Anemurium mentioned at the 
start of this chapter, for example, bears the acclamation alone without any iconography or 
much improvisation. However, the acclamation’s situation, the state of affairs that the 
acclamation aims to evoke, was likely salient for both the creator and user of this object. 
                                               
599 Translation by Michael Zheltov, "The Anaphora and the Thanksgiving Prayer from the Barcelona 
Papyrus: An Underestimated Testimony to the Anaphoral History in the Fourth Century," Vigiliae 
Christianae 62 (2008): 488-489. 
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By itself, the trisagion does not convey much propositional information. Rather, it evokes 
a situation—a situation that religious authorities reinforced through liturgical 
performance to signal the miraculous joining of angelic and human choirs. Although the 
Anemurium amulet is simple, and even crude, the charisma of this situation is sedimented 
in the object, turning glass-paste into a vehicle that bears the acclamation of angels.  
This theoretical lens enables us to identify the agency in objects such as an 
amulet, parsing how the object functions in its social context, and how it affects the 
human agents around it. The Anemurium amulet participates as a subject in a broader 
social network. By bearing a liturgical, angelic cry, it reflects the performative context of 
the Christian liturgy and the agency of a local ritual specialist that provided the expertise 
and knowledge to produce this trisagion amulet in the first place. The amulet also reflects 
the context of a workshop and the craftsmen that manufactured the disk itself. Once 
inscribed, the amulet is elevated from a mere glass disk to an efficacious object. It exerts 
agency on the user who commissioned the object itself and who trusted this object to 
offer protection or healing. Moreover, it exerts the agency of the angelic hosts who cry 
ἅγιος, ἅγιος, ἅγιος! at all times according to Isaiah 6. In this sense, there is a “magic” of 
materiality as humans and angels influence and are influenced by an object embedded in 
their social context.600 
  
                                               
600 See David Frankfurter, “Magic and the Forces of Materiality,” in Guide to the Study of Ancient Magic, 




This chapter argued that objects bearing the trisagion for amuletic purposes aimed 
to sediment the charisma of a human choir joining forces with an angelic choir. The 
trisagion was performed in both Jewish and Christian liturgies. In both contexts, it was 
thought that the assembly chanting this formula imitated angelic praise. In Christian 
worship in particular, the performance of the trisagion was thought to join angelic beings 
in a collective acclamation both in heaven and on earth. The acclamation’s perceived 
operational efficacy, the theory for why it was thought to be protective, likely stems from 
this association with angelic beings and their collective performance.  
Angels were widely viewed as protective agents, capable of protecting domestic 
and civic spaces, as well as individuals, from harm. Invoking the names of angels was 
thought to summon their power or activate a spell. Moreover, uttering angelic speech was 
thought to change reality. Even in institutional rites, the literal voices of angels were 
thought to convey perlocutionary force. Late antique liturgical texts attest to a complex 
taxonomy of angelic beings that could join in the earthly performance. The liturgy of 
Addai and Mari mentions angels, hosts of spiritual beings, ministers of fire, cherubim, 
and seraphim. The attestation in AC 7.35 mentions a host of angels, intellectual spirits, 
holy seraphim, and six-winged cherubim. The anaphora from the fourth-century 
Barcelona Papyrus similarly evokes the scene of God attended by thousands of angels, 
archangels, thrones, and dominions “hymning and glorifying” him with the trisagion.601 
In these liturgical orders, chanting or shouting the trisagion during worship did 
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not merely mean that the assembly mimicked choirs of angels. The action of uttering it 
performatively creates a scenario in which angels are brought into the ritual space.602 
Mystical texts even suggest that those chanting the trisagion transformed into angelic 
agents themselves. The performative efficacy stemmed from the orality of this 
acclamation. Uttering angelic hymns could summon them into the presence of humans. In 
most of these texts, an innumerable crowd of angelic beings shouts the trisagion. The 
acclamation is closely associated with massive crowds as well as awesome volume. 
Ecclesiastical authorities such as John Chrysostom and Cyril of Jerusalem encouraged 
their congregations to reflect on the sheer size and wonder of the heavenly host they were 
joining by pronouncing the trisagion.     
This demonstrates how collective ritual in late antiquity was thought to also 
implicate nonhuman agents such as angels and demons. Scholars have variously 
described life in antiquity as “animated”603 or “enchanted.”604 But no matter how we 
describe it, we can say that angels and demons were treated as social agents. 
Ecclesiastical authorities such as John Chrysostom would chide his congregation to be 
mindful of how angels or demons would react when performing liturgical acclamations. 
Apocalyptic texts created images of humans interacting with angels and transforming into 
co-performers of their liturgy. Angels and demons exerted social agency that influenced 
how these acclamations were performed.  
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What can we infer from the amulets discussed in this chapter the role that local 
practitioners played in appealing to Jewish and Christian liturgy as a way to invoke an 
angelic acclamation for protection. Several of these objects specifically reflect liturgical 
formulations of the trisagion. Other also depict angels, specifically linking the 
acclamation to angelic performance. The “magic” of these objects is rooted in both 
liturgical and angelic performance. Magic, when formulated in this way, is not to be 
understood as secretive or deviant practices that are somehow qualitatively inferior (i.e. 
less sincere, legitimate) to ecclesiastical practices. Nor is it to be viewed as “private 
ritual” separate from “public ritual.” These amuletic objects exemplify how practitioners 
applied formulas and imagery curated by officials like priests, monks, or bishops into 
specific social crises on the local level. Ritual specialists, whether they are freelance 
experts or official ecclesiastical authorities, interpreted and deployed the trisagion to 
address specific situations and concerns. Framing "magic" in this way renders the 
apotropaic use of the trisagion more intelligible. The trisagion derives from texts and 
rituals that were endorsed and produced by functionaries of several authoritative 
traditions in the late antique Mediterranean world. Although, we need not assume that the 
value that a bishop like John Chrysostom assigned to the trisagion (i.e its role in 
reflecting the joy, thanksgiving, and solidarity of Christians) carried over to its local 
applications in an amulet, it seems clear that the liturgy and ecclesiastical institutions 
helped to shape how the trisagion was viewed primarily as an angelic chant.  
Materializing the trisagion on amulets or inscriptions retained the orality of this 
acclamation, sedimenting the power in a more durable form than the ephemeral sounds 
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produced during vocalization. We can easily imagine that the trisagion acclamation was 
known to ritual specialists and clients who did not necessarily understand, appreciate, or 
even recognize its status as "the fittest form of praise to God" in Christian Eucharistic 
rites. Many people may not have even known of its locus classicus in Isaiah 6. Ritual 
specialists deployed all manner of liturgical acclamations for apotropaic purposes 
throughout the Mediterranean without reflecting the concerns of ecclesiastical authorities. 
For example, as was discussed in Chapter Two, the acclamation εἷς θεὸς functions as a 
generic slogan suitable for all manner of performative contexts—theaters, stadiums, 
cultic sanctuaries, or even ecclesiastical contexts like creeds, baptisteries, or church 
lintels. The petitionary acclamation Κύριε, ελέησον likewise appears as a protective 
slogan as well as a liturgical acclamation. This amounts to a vast body of evidence for 
local individuals appropriating liturgical acclamations outside of ecclesiastical settings 
without referencing their liturgical functions.  
However, these objects still retained the trisagion’s association with angels. 
Angels’ social agency and charisma are embedded in these objects. These objects not 
only evoke the memory of a collective, acclamatory performance of angels, they also 
exerted the performative efficacy of those performances in material form. In this sense, 
angelic agency and object agency are evident in these objects. The inscribed words are 




CHAPTER FIVE: “PROTECT YOUR ENTRANCE AND YOUR EXIT!: AMULETIC 





Chapter Three demonstrated that crowds performed liturgical acclamations and 
acclamatory hymns during liminal moments in order to augment their ability to contend 
with liminality or crises. The collective performance of acclamations such as Κύριε 
ἐλέησον was thought to ward away earthquakes or plagues. Chapter Four demonstrated 
that the performative efficacy of liturgical acclamations such as the trisagion was thought 
to involve angels too. Crowds could performatively create and join a collective of angels 
by chanting or shouting the trisagion in unison during the liturgical rites. The current 
chapter explores the intersection of performing public liturgical acclamations in the late 
antique towns of Northern Syria and the large corpus of amuletic inscriptions from this 
region. The aim is to demonstrate the implications of materializing liturgical 
acclamations, arguing that inscribing a door lintel with a liturgical acclamation sediments 
the power of the liturgical collective into the built environment. The chapter further 
argues that the magic of the acclamation involves a multisensory assemblage of 
performance and materiality. 
 
II. Materializing the “Liturgified” City 
     During an expedition to Syria in 1899, the epigraphist William K. Prentice discovered 
a curious inscription on a door lintel in the late Roman town of Serjilla in northern 
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Syria.605 Three Greek letters—ēta, nu, alpha—were crudely carved into a lintel over a 
passage connecting a church to a domestic complex near the center of town. Although 
these letters may appear unassuming, ΗΝΑ represents the number 8,051. This number 
equals the sum of the values of the letters that form this sentence: 
Κύριος φυλάξη τὴν εἴσοδόν σου καὶ τὴν ἔξοδόν σου ἀπὸ νῦν καὶ ἕως αἰώνων! 
Ἀµήν!606 
 
The Lord shall protect your going in and your going out from now until 
forevermore! Amen! 
 
Barring any uncanny coincidences, this inscription is an example of isopsephism, the 
practice of creating a single number by adding the values assigned to particular letters. In 
this example from Serjilla, ΗΝΑ symbolizes a variant of Psalm 121:8. Over thirty 
inscriptions from northern Syria alone bear some variant of this passage.607 While this 
inscription cites scripture, it also references an established liturgical formula. Variations 
of the formula “The Lord will guard your coming in and going out” were performed in 
Antiochene liturgies as early as the fourth century based on evidence from both John 
Chrysostom608 and the Apostolic Constitutions.609 Most attestations appear over doorways 
on lintels accompanied with amuletic symbols such as medallions, crosses, Christograms, 
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trans. Paul M. Blowers (Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame University Press, 1997), 297-298. 
608 John Chrysostom, In epistolam 2 ad Corinthios, Homily 2.6-8. Greek: J.P. Migne, Patrologiae cursus 
completes, series Graeca 61 (Paris: Ligne, 1857-1866), 381-610. Talbot Chambers reconstructs the prayer 
in NPNF 12:281-82, n11. 
609 Apostolic Constitutions 8.15.47. B.M. Metzger, Les constitutions apostoliques, 3 vols., SC 320, 329, 
336 (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1:1985; 2:1986; 3:1987): 1:100-338; 2:116-394; 3:18-310. 
 
 231 
or staurograms. Dozens more lintel inscriptions from the region preserve liturgical 
acclamations. Door lintels from both churches and houses bear acclamations such as 
“Glory to God in the Highest,” Greek versions of the doxology known as the Gloria 
Patri, and the trisagion, slogans that were performed in liturgies throughout the eastern 
Mediterranean. Many, if not most, of these inscriptions seem to have served an 
apotropaic function, attesting to a widespread epigraphic habit to inscribe liturgical 
formulas to protect ecclesiastical and domestic space from harm. 
These inscriptions illustrate many of the same themes discussed thus far in this 
dissertation. They demonstrate that the function of liturgical acclamations exceeded the 
mere communication of semantic meaning or the proclamation of worship. These 
inscriptions also reflect the intersection of performative speech acts and writing acts. As 
objects, they sediment performances by exerting the agency of those utterances on their 
audiences over time. But the size, publicity, and placement of these inscriptions raise new 
questions. What are the implications of monumentalizing the liturgical acclamations and 
integrating them into one’s built environment?  How did the experience of participating 
in acclamations, viewing inscribed acclamations, and hearing acclamations shape the 
perceived efficacy of these formulas for protection? Do these inscriptions reflect the 
sonic environment of liturgical performance in these late antique Syrian towns? 
This chapter seeks to answer these questions by focusing on the sensory 
dimensions of acclamation in the villages of late antique Syria: orality, visuality, and 
aurality. Sensory archaeology is an approach that prioritizes the embodied experience of 
religion in the ancient world. What did people see? What did they hear? What can we 
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learn about a person’s interaction with an object by studying its tactile dimensions of 
shape, design, or material? The past two decades have witnessed a surge of scholarship 
that excavate the experience of ancient and early medieval lived religion by focusing on 
the “sensorium” or “sensescapes” of antiquity, including sight,610 scent,611 hearing,612 and 
touch.613 
This approach is helpful in understanding the magic of acclamation in late 
antiquity because it prioritizes what objects and rituals do over the meaning they may 
communicate. The ritual of acclamation was primarily experienced orally (shouting the 
formulas) and aurally (hearing the formulas). The sense of hearing is inextricably 
implicated as the soundwaves of a shouted formula as it echoes around a hippodrome, the 
nave of a domed basilica, or the open forum of Aphrodisias. The sense of touch is 
implicated too as the soundwaves bounce against the eardrums or as the vocal cords 
vibrate when one shouts the formulas. When considering acclamations inscribed on 
                                               
610 R. Nelson, ed., Visuality Before and Beyond the Renaissance: Seeing as Others Saw (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000); G. Frank, The Memory of the Eyes: Pilgrims to Living Saints in 
Christian Late Antiquity (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2000); Heather Hunter-Crawley, 
“The Cross of Light: Experiencing Divine Presence in Byzantine Syria,” in Experiencing Byzantium: 
Papers from the 44th Spring Symposium of Byzantine Studies, Newcastle and Durham, April 2011, ed. C. 
Nesbitt and M. Jackson  (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013), 175-193. 
611 Béatrice Caseau, “Euodia: The Use and Meaning of Fragrances in the Ancient World and Their 
Christianization (100-900 AD)” (PhD diss., Princeton University, 1994); Susan Ashbrook Harvey, Scenting 
Salvation: Ancient Christianity and the Olfactory Imagination (Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press, 2006).  
612 Alexander Lingas, “From Earth to Heaven: The Changing Musical Soundscape of Byzantine Liturgy,” 
in Experiencing Byzantium: Papers from the 44th Spring Symposium of the Society for the Promotion of 
Byzantine Studies, ed. C. Nesbitt and M. Jackson (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013), 311-358; J. Raasted, 
“Byzantine Liturgical Music and Its Meaning for the Byzantine Worshipper,” in Church and People in 
Byzantium: Society for the Promotion of Byzantine Studies Twentieth Spring Symposium of Byzantine 
Studies, Manchester, ed. R. Morris (Birmingham, 1986), 49-57; Sharon Gerstel, “Monastic Soundspaces in 
Late Byzantium: The Art and Act of Chanting,” in Resounding Images: Medieval Intersections of Art, 
Music, and Sound, eds. S. Boynton and D. Reilly (Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 2015), 135-152. 
613 Heather Hunter-Crawley, “Pilgrimage Made Portable: A Sensory Archaeology of the Monza-Bobbio 
Ampullae,” HEROM: Journal on Hellenistic and Roman Material Culture 1 (2012): 135-156. 
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portable amulets or monumental inscriptions, sight and movement are also implicated. In 
order to read an ornamented door lintel inscribed with ΗΝΑ, one must crane their neck 
and focus their sight on those critical few letters. By shedding light on the embodied 
experience of acclamation in a specific historical and material context, the Northern 
Syrian Limestone Massif from the fourth to sixth-centuries, we can better excavate the 
processes that led people to attributing magical efficacy to acclamations and inscribing 
that efficacy onto their buildings. 
This chapter argues that the magic of the acclamation emerges out of a 
multisensory assemblage of ritual and materiality. Liturgical acclamations were perceived 
and reinforced orally, aurally, and visually in the daily village life during late antiquity. 
People participated in liturgical acclamations in the churches and streets, and they likely 
heard these acclamations emanating from the numerous churches and monasteries packed 
into these dense towns. And they commissioned expressions of these performances on 
their doorways, within their houses, and on their churches. The agency of liturgical 
acclamations and their protective power are thus exerted in different media like sound, 
text, and stone. Once materialized as an inscription, the slogan continues to exert 
influence even apart from human agents. The entire town is fortified with apotropaic 
acclamations. The liturgy thus not only shapes the ebb and flow of daily life in late 
antique Syria via ritual performance, but it also shapes how people experienced their built 
environment as an assemblage of protective objects experienced through the other senses 
including sight and touch.  
The aim of this chapter is to de-center the agency of humans in the magic of 
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acclamation. Using liturgy in the northern Syrian Massif as a case study, this chapter 
responds to the cultural theorist Jane Bennett’s question: “What happens to the idea of an 
agent once nonhuman materialities are figured less as social constructions and more as 
actors and once humans are themselves assessed as members of human-nonhuman 
assemblages?”614 The charisma of the acclamation certainly does emerge from the 
collective effervescence of human performance, but collective effervescence is itself a 
multisensory experience that involves other ontologies. The efficacy of John 
Chrysostom’s hymn-singing processions organized against Arians relies on an 
interwoven sensory apparatus: the visuality of light flickering off silver crosses, the 
tactile sensation of holding a silver cross, or the auditory experience of hearing voices 
reflecting off the hard stone of the street and buildings. The performative efficacy of the 
anaphoral trisagion likewise involves a multisensory experience. The liturgical furniture, 
the smell of incense, the acoustics of ecclesiastical space, and the dialogic back-and-forth 
between the people and the bishop combine to performatively draw angels into the 
acclamatory performance of “Holy, holy, holy.” The current chapter will demonstrate that 
the magic of liturgical acclamatory performance should be understood as part of an 
assemblage of sensory experiences that could be sedimented into the very infrastructure 
of daily life, integrated into buildings and the entire built environment.  
  
                                               
614 Jane Bennett, “The Agency of Assemblages and the North American Blackout,” Public Culture 17, no. 
3 (2005): 446. 
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III. Overview of the Amuletic Lintels in Northern Syria 
Few regions in the eastern Mediterranean offer as rich and well-preserved a 
glimpse into the village life of late antiquity than the Limestone Massif of northern 
Syria.615 Over 700 late Roman settlements dot the highland region northeast of Antioch, 
surviving in remarkably pristine condition.616 Lacking an abundance of quality timber, 
the inhabitants constructed domestic and public buildings alike out of limestone and 
basalt blocks, cut with such precision that they fit together without mortar. Even room 
fixtures like stairs, benches, and cabinets were fashioned out of stone. This has resulted in 
thousands of well-preserved houses, public buildings, monasteries, and churches. Some 
nearly complete buildings still stand three stories tall, lacking only their original timber 
roofs. To some visitors, the ruins radiate an eerie effect of recently abandoned “ghost 
towns,” which has earned the nickname: “the Dead Cities of Syria.”617 However, as 
                                               
615 This is a highland region stretching roughly between Antioch and Aleppo from east to west and between 
Cyrrhus and Apamea from north to south. The region forms the western part of the Aleppo plateau and is 
comprised of several limestone hills ranging between 400 and 900 meters above sea level and covering an 
area roughly 120x60 kilometers. See Daniel Hull, “A Spatial and Morphological Analysis of Monastic 
Sites in the Northern Limestone Massif, Syria,” Levant 40, no. 1 (2008): 90-91. 
616 Despite this wealth of well-preserved sites, archaeological research has been limited in this region. Until 
the late twentieth century, the plateau's interior was almost inaccessible to travelers with only unpaved local 
roads crisscrossing the region. Archaeological research will likely remain restricted for years to come since 
the ongoing conflicts in Syria throughout the early 2010s currently prevent researchers from safely visiting 
the sites. Moreover, the conflict has put many of the Dead Cities at risk. The Church of Saint Symeon 
Stylites, perhaps the most significant site in the area, was briefly held by the extremist terrorist group ISIL 
before 2015, and recent photographs show evidence of graffiti, shell damage, and bullet holes (“The Dead 
Cities of Syria: Ancient Abandoned Cities Now Repopulated by Refugees,” Kuriositas, 29 January 2017. 
http://www.kuriositas.com/2013/08/the-dead-cities-of-syria-ancient.html). Although it was recaptured by 
Kurdish militias on May 28, 2015, a Russian missile strike in 2016 severely damaged the site. The pedestal 
where Symeon Stylites' pillar used to rest was also damaged, the boulder that represented the original pillar 
thrown aside either by vandals or the force of the missile strike. Refugees have also taken up residence in 
some of the late Roman buildings and tombs, creating makeshift dwellings out of the sturdier ruins. In 
2016, UNESCO issued warnings that the sites are at serious risk of destruction and at the time of writing 
this remains to be true. See “Director-General of UNESCO Deplores Severe Damage at Church of Saint 
Simeon, in northern Syria,” UNESCO / World Heritage Center, 17 May 2016. 
http://whc.unesco.org/en/news/1499/.  
617 The Dead Cities fall roughly into three geographic clusters, each corresponding to ranges of hills. The 
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archaeologist Warwick Ball quips, the names “dead towns” or “dead villages” perhaps 
better describe these settlements as they rarely exceeded a few hundred inhabitants.618 
This excellent level of preservation has also resulted in hundreds of Greek 
inscriptions surviving in the archaeological record. The respective volumes of the French 
archaeologist William Waddington619 and the American epigraphist William Prentice620 
remain the most important corpora, listing hundreds of inscriptions dating primarily 
between the fifth and seventh centuries CE. These inscriptions were recorded during 
surface surveys in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Many inscriptions 
remain in situ, built into churches, monasteries, and houses. 
Dozens of these inscriptions bear liturgical slogans such as the Gloria Patri, 
“Glory to God in the Highest,” the trisagion, and “alleluia.” Most of these lintels are 
richly ornamented with crosses, Christograms, and medallions, symbols that likely served 
a protective function. Indeed, papyrus amulets from late antique Egypt illustrate that 
scribes used many of these same symbols as protective techniques on amulets.621 William 
                                               
first cluster is situated around the Jebel Shaikh Barakat and the Jebel Sim'an west of Aleppo, made famous 
by the Church of Saint Symeon, a major pilgrimage destination. The largest cluster of settlements are 
situated around the Jebel Barisha and Jebel al-'Ala near the modern-day Turkish border. The final cluster is 
situated north of Apamea, the Jebel Zawiya. The vast majority of these buildings were constructed during 
late antiquity, and few were constructed after the seventh century. The region supported a relatively large 
population, perhaps as high as 300,000 people across the 5,500 square kilometers of the region throughout 
late antiquity. For a full discussion on the population of this area, see Peña, The Christian Art of Byzantine 
Syria (London: Garnet Publishing, 1997), 40. See also Warwick Ball, Rome in the East: The 
Transformation of an Empire (London: Routledge, 2000), 210. 
618 Ball, Rome in the East, 207.  
619 W.H. Waddington, Inscriptions Grecques et Latines de la Syrie Recueillies et Expliquées par 
Waddington (Paris: Libraire de Firmin Didot Freres, 1870). 
620 William Prentice, Greek and Latin Inscriptions: Part III of the Publications of an American 
Archaeological Expedition to Syria, 1899-1900 (New York, 1908). 
621 See especially the second chapter of Theodore de Bruyn, Making Amulets Christian: Artefacts, Scribes, 




Prentice noted these inscriptions likely functioned as protective objects,622 but some 
scholars have downplayed the protective or magical dimension of Northern Syrian door 
lintels. Pere Jalabert, a contemporary of Prentice, argued specifically against him, saying 
that most inscriptions with Biblical citations aimed to communicate “purely religious 
values” or the “true piety”623 of those who commissioned the work. More recently, the 
epigraphist Denis Feissel echoes Jalabert's, concluding that inscriptions bearing Psalm 
121:8 aimed “to praise God and to proclaim the faith of the inhabitants protected 
herein.”624  
However, the formulas, placement, and visual elements of these inscriptions 
suggest that many, if not most, of them intended to protect the buildings they were 
integrated into. Some of the inscriptions explicitly and aggressively protect against 
demons, Satan, or the evil eye. For example, one inscription from Der Sambil reads: 
“ΧΜΓ, Christ’s victory! Flee Satan!”625 This formula was inscribed on a lintel of a 
doorway on the second story of a domestic building. It not only deploys a νίκα-type 
acclamation (Χριστοῦ τὸ νῖκος!)626 it also deploys an apotropaic formula commonly seen 
on portable amulets (Φεῦγε!). Another unmistakably apotropaic inscription from 
Bardoune displays three crosses alongside an alpha and omega and reads: “The cross 
                                               
622 William K. Prentice, “Magical Formulae on Lintels of the Christian Period in Syria,” American Journal 
of Archaeology 10, no. 2 (1906): 137-150. 
623 Louis Jalabert, “Citations Bibliques dans l’épigraphie grecque,” Dictionnaire d’archéologie chrétienne 
et de liturgie 3, no. 2 (1914): 1749-1753. 
624 Feissel, “The Bible in Greek Inscriptions,” in The Bible in Greek Christian Antiquity, ed. and trans. Paul 
M. Blowers (Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame University Press, 1997), 292. 
625 Prentice, Greek and Latin Inscriptions, inscr. 234.  
626 Christopher Walter, “IC XC NI KA: The Apotropaic Function of the Victorious Cross,” Revue des 
études byzantines 55 (1997): 193-220. 
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being displayed here, envy has no power.”627 This door lintel draws special attention to 
the accompanying visual elements, suggesting that crosses were amuletic images.  
These inscriptions raise the possibility that many, if not most, of these northern 
Syrian lintel inscriptions aimed to offer protection. Even less explicitly apotropaic 
examples seem to draw inspiration from amuletic formulas and iconography. For 
example, a fifth- or sixth-century church lintel [Figure 11] from Baqirha, a late Roman 
town west of Aleppo in the middle of the Limestone Massif, reads: “There is one God 
and his Christ and Holy Spirit: he shall help them that fear him!”628 This inscription 
exhibits multiple amuletic features. First, it deploys one of the most common protective 
acclamations in the archaeological record of late antiquity: εἷς θεός. Eἷς θεός was a 
megatheistic chant performed in a range of ritual contexts including stadiums and cultic 
sites (see Chapter Two). In late antique hagiographies, the acclamation is closely 
associated with displays of 
miraculous power.  In this 
inscription, the acclamation 
has been adapted into a 
Trinitarian slogan and retains 
its connotations of declaring 
victory and superiority in a 
competitive religious 
                                               
627 IGLS 4.1909: “[σ]τουροῦ προκιµένου, υὀδὲν ἰσχύει ὁ φθόνος.” 
628 This lintel was discovered in the Princeton 1909 survey of the region but was photographed again by Dr. 
Emma Loosley in 1997.  
Figure 11: Lintel inscription with εἷς θεός acclamation, Baqirha, Syria. 





landscape. We should think of this acclamation as an aggressive and apotropaic utterance. 
The latter half of the inscription, “he shall help them that fear him,” mirrors other 
supplicatory acclamations such as “save!” or “help!” which were chanted in liminal 
situations (see Chapter Three). Other inscriptions from this region employ these 
acclamations as well. A house lintel from Khirbit Hass reads: “Lord, help this 
entrance!”629 This inscription employs the verb βοήθι, a common formula on portable 
amulets.  
The combination of geometric medallions, Christograms, acclamations, and 
nomina sacra leave little doubt that many of these lintels aimed to protect the buildings 
and inhabitants where they were displayed.630 In fact, many of these inscriptions 
explicitly call for protection, voicing their apotropaic function. Of course, objects are 
polysemic. They convey multiple different meanings or fulfill different functions. For 
example, a dedication inscription could simultaneously celebrate the munificence of a 
local benefactor and protect a particular church from demonic invasion. We need not 
assume that categorizing a lintel as “apotropaic” or “amuletic” negates the inscription’s 
other social functions. This is an especially important consideration as we turn to the next 
section on liturgical acclamations. Denis Feissel suggests that inscriptions bearing a 
liturgical or scriptural citation simply proclaim worship or one’s faith in God, but this 
does not necessarily preclude such formulas from fulfilling a protective role.631  
                                               
629 Prentice, Greek and Latin Inscriptions, inscr. 184: “Κύριε Βοήθι τὴν ἴσοδον!” 
630 See Gary Vikan, Catalogue of the Sculpture in the Dumbarton Oaks Collection from the Ptolemaic 
Period to the Renaissance (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 1995), 
78. 
631 Feissel, “The Bible in Greek Inscriptions,” in The Bible in Greek Christian Antiquity, ed. and trans. Paul 
M. Blowers (Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame University Press, 1997), 292 
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IV. Orality: Acclamatory, Liturgical Lintels 
The experience of performing acclamations shaped the prevalence of the formulas 
on these inscriptions. Not only are liturgical acclamations among the most common 
formulas on these inscriptions, many of the lintel inscriptions on the Limestone Massif 
reflect formulas and phraseology that suggest influence from acclamatory performance.632 
As the most participatory moments of late antique liturgies in this region, acclamations 
were a familiar and easily-accessible oral genre to employ in the architectural magic of 
houses and churches. The oral performance of Christian liturgical acclamations in these 
small late antique Syrian towns may have influenced the adoption of these formulas for 
apotropaic purposes, and the oral character of these inscriptions demonstrates how people 
viewed these formulas as efficacious for protecting domestic and ecclesiastical space. 
William Prentice first drew attention to the ubiquity of liturgical formulas on 
Syrian lintels in 1902 when he published fifty inscriptions from the fourth to sixth 
centuries “of distinctly liturgical character.”633 He meticulously compared the extant 
formulas on these inscriptions with later, medieval liturgical orders now known as the 
Liturgy of St. James or the Liturgy of St. Basil. It is problematic to reconstruct the 
liturgical rites performed within the towns of the Syrian Massif by comparing the 
epigraphic evidence with liturgical orders attested in much later textual evidence. 
Liturgies differed region to region and even church to church; moreover, the region was 
by no means monolithic in its Christianity either. Theodoret, in his History of the Monks 
                                               
632 For scholarship on epigraphic orality, see Tullia Linders, “Inscriptions and Orality,” Symbolae Osloensis 
67 (1992): 27-40. 
633 William Prentice, “Fragments of an Early Christian Liturgy in Syrian Inscriptions,” Transactions and 
Proceedings of the American Philological Association 33 (1902): 82. 
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of Syria, describes his attempts to root out Marcionites around his base in Cyrrhus.634 
Theodoret goes on to describe a vision he had of a Syriac-speaking demon asking why 
Theodoret persecutes Marcion. This indeed was a bilingual region with a predominantly 
Syriac-speaking population living beside Greek-speaking elites. However, many of the 
local liturgies were still being performed in Greek. What eventually became the West-
Syrian Rite was translated from Greek liturgies in Antioch by “non-Chalcedonian 
monastic communities in the Syriac-speaking hinterlands of Syria, Palestine, and parts of 
Mesopotamia.”635 Architectural differences between churches in this region also suggest 
that different liturgies were conducted within the space. Out of the hundreds of churches 
on the Limestone Massif, about forty-five feature a raised platform in the nave called a 
bema which played a more prominent role in east Syrian liturgies.636 
Despite these challenges in reconstructing the liturgies of the Limestone Massif, 
Prentice was undoubtedly correct that epigraphy is an oft-overlooked body of evidence 
that sheds some light on the liturgies practiced in the region.637 Some of the slogans 
deployed on these lintels suggest that the local liturgies took their cue from Antioch. 
                                               
634 Theodoret, trans. R.M. Price, A History of the Monks of Syria (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian Publications, 
1985), 139. See Emma Loosley, The Architecture and Liturgy of the Bema in Fourth-to-Sixth-Century 
Syrian Churches (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 81-83 for a fuller discussion of this passage: “The abominable 
Marcion had sown many thorns of impiety in the territory of the city of Cyrrhus; trying to pull these out by 
the root, I shook every sail and applied persistently every device. But those who received these attentions 
from me instead of loving me (in the words of the prophet) calumniated me, and returned against me evil 
for good, and hatred for my love.” 
635 See Taft, The Liturgy of the Hours in East and West (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1986), 239. 
Among these Greek liturgical texts are the Church Order the Didascalia, which survives completely in 
Syriac but must have been translated from a Greek original. Another is the Apostolic Constitutions, an 
anonymous text that details liturgical rites that likely were performed in the diocese of Antioch. 
636 Loosley, The Architecture and Liturgy of the Bema, 90-93. 
637 Richard Horsley takes the Greek liturgical inscriptions as evidence of the Greek language being the 
dominant liturgical language of the region during late antiquity. Horsley, Text and Tradition in 
Performance and Writing (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2013), 204. 
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Although scholars have described life in this region as “rural,” the Limestone Massif was 
not an isolated countryside far removed from urban life.638 The inhabitants from some of 
these towns could have reached Antioch or Apamea within a day’s journey, and Antioch 
likely influenced the liturgies performed on the Syrian Massif.  
 The most salient examples of liturgical formulas on these inscriptions are those 
bearing some version of Psalm 121:8: “The Lord will guard your coming in and going 
out.” Over thirty inscriptions in northern Syria are inscribed with versions of this 
formula, and many more are extant in the Hauran, the Golan, and the Negev.639 Scholars 
generally have interpreted these inscriptions as scriptural citations.640 However, few have 
considered that the semi-literate populations of the Limestone Massif would have sooner 
encountered this phrase as a vocalized chant or prayer during local liturgies than reading 
in a text. Indeed, several inscriptions from northern Syria seem to reflect phonetic 
spellings, suggesting that the ritual specialists relied on liturgical manuals or memory of 
its performance and not the Septuagint version. The inscriptions commonly drop vowels 
(φυλάξι instead of φυλάξει),641 change the main verb (i.e. from φυλάξει to εὐλογησι,642 
                                               
638 For more on this point, see Ball, Rome in the East, 232-233. 
639 Leah Di Segni, “Expressions of Prayer in Late Antique Inscriptions in the Provinces of Palaestina and 
Arabia,” in Prayer and Worship in Eastern Christianities, 5th to 11th Centuries, ed. Brouria Bitton-
Ashkelony and Derek Krueger (New York: Routledge, 2017), 69, 74-75. 
640 Pieter van der Horst, “Biblical Quotations in Judaeo-Greek Inscriptions,” in The Scriptures of Israel in 
Jewish and Christian Tradition: Essays in Honor of Maarten J.J. Menken, ed. Bart Koet, Joseph 
Verheyden, and Steve and Moyise (Leiden: Brill,2013), 76; Di Segni, "Prayer in Late Antique 
Inscriptions,” 69; Thomas Kraus, “Der Herr wird Deinen Eingang und Deinen Ausgang bewahren,” Über 
Herkunft und Fortleben von LXX Psalm cxx 8a,” Vetus Testamentum 56, no. 1 (Jan. 2006), 58-75. 
641 IGLS 642. See also in William Prentice, Greek and Latin Inscriptions: Part III of the Publications of an 
American Archaeological Expedition to Syria, 1899-1900 (New York, 1908), 40. 
642 IGLS 525. 
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ἐλεήσι,643 or βοήθι644), or truncate the entire phrase by dropping off the last few words. 
Some changes are so drastic that some inscriptions barely resemble the Septuagint 
reading at all, only retaining the core phrase τὴν εἴσοδόν σου καὶ τὴν ἔξοδόν.  
Not only does this instability suggest there was no recognized “canonical” form of 
this phrase in late antique Syria, but it also indicates the primarily oral nature of the 
phrase. Indeed, some form of this phrase was used in Antiochene liturgies at least in the 
fourth century and likely beyond. In a homily on 2 Corinthians, John Chrysostom 
provides a line-by-line commentary of a catechumen prayer he presumably used in his 
own church.645 According to Chrysostom, the catechumens in his Antiochene community 
would stand apart from the baptized and kneel or prostrate themselves while a deacon 
lead them in a lengthy prayer. During a climactic moment in the prayer when the deacon 
reads a series of petitions to God asking for protection and blessings, the deacon reads, 
“That He would bless [the catechumens’] coming in and their going out, the whole course 
of their life. [That He may bless] their houses and their households…”646 The passage 
clearly draws inspiration from Psalm 121:8 but with some critical changes. Chrysostom 
uses the verb εὐλογήσῃ instead of the verb φυλάξει from the Septuagint. Moreover, the 
prayer explicitly mentions τοὺς οἴκους αὐτῶν, καὶ τὰς οἰκετίας, presumably drawing an 
association between the catechumens’ “entering" and "exiting” with their own dwellings. 
                                               
643 IGLS 1531. 
644 IGLS 1813. 
645 John Chrysostom, In epistolam 2 ad Corinthios, Homily 2.6-8.  
646 John Chrysostom, In epistolam 2 ad Corinthios, Homily 2.6-8. 
Ἵνα εὐλογήσῃ τὰς εἰσόδους αὐτῶν καὶ τὰς ἐξόδους, πάντα τὸν βίον αὐτῶν. Ἐνταῦθα δὲ καὶ σωµατικόν τι α
ἰτεῖν κελεύονται, ὡς ἔτι ἀσθενέστεροι ὄντες. Τοὺς οἴκους αὐτῶν, καὶ τὰς οἰκετίας. Τουτέστιν, ἄν τε 
θεράποντας ἔχωσιν, ἄν τε συγγενεῖς, ἄν τε ἑτέρους τινὰς προσήκοντας. (TLG 61:403:12-16). 
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Chrysostom is not the only attestation that this phrase appeared in liturgies in the 
environs of Antioch. A similar blessing appears near the end of the so-called Clementine 
Liturgy preserved in the eighth book of the Apostolic Constitutions, a composite 
document that is thought to originate from around Antioch in the fourth century. During 
the benediction of the liturgy, the deacon recites a series of blessings and invocations for 
protection: 
ἀλλά ἁγίασον αὐτούς, φρούρησον, σκέπασον, ἀντιλαβοῦ, ῥῦσαι τοῦ ἀλλοτρίου, 
παντὸς ἐχθροῦ, τοὺς οἴχους αὐτῶν φύλαξον τὰς εἰσόδους αὐτῶν καὶ τὰς ἐξόδους 
φρούρησον.  
 
But sanctify, guard, shelter, and help them; preserve them from the adversary and 
every enemy, protect their houses, guard their comings in and goings out.647 
 
Unlike Chrysostom, the Apostolic Constitutions uses the Septuagint verb φύλαξον. 
However, as with Chrysostom, the text deviates from the Septuagint by mentioning 
οἴχους. This reference to houses and households therefore appears in at least two fourth-
century sources from the environs of Antioch but does not appear in the Septuagint, 
suggesting it is a later innovation. Numerous inscriptions from domestic sites in northern 
Syria seem to reflect these Antiochene liturgies, some explicitly mentioning οἴκος. This 
has several implications. First, it suggests that this benediction was still pronounced in 
liturgies by the fifth and sixth centuries, which is when these lintels were created and 
erected. Moreover, many of these lintels appear in domestic contexts, suggesting that this 
liturgical benediction gained traction as an invocation specifically suited for protecting 
domestic space. Mentioning οἴκος in the invocation draws an analogy between the slogan 
                                               
647 Apostolic Constitutions 8.15.47. Translation by the author.  
 
 245 
and its most suitable application: house protection. The phrase is an eminently oral 
slogan, essentially sedimenting a priestly, apotropaic blessing onto one’s doorway.  
Moreover, some of the variations on these inscriptions reflect acclamatory phraseology. 
The verbs φυλάξει, ἐλεήσι, and βοήθι in particular are commonly employed in apotropaic 
acclamations. One lintel inscription from an ornamented doorway petitions God to 
“protect and have mercy upon” (φιλάξι καὶ ἐλεήσι) their entrance and exit, employing a 
phonetic spelling of the conventional “φυλάξει.”648 Although a bishop, rather than a 
collective, utters the formula in the Apostolic Constitutions, these variations in the 
epigraphic corpus may reflect attempts to riff on the formula, emending it as a personal 
acclamation.   
In light of these considerations, it is best to view inscriptions bearing Psalm 121:8 
as reflecting oral performances that were likely experienced during the liturgical orders in 
local basilicas. Psalm 121:8 is not the only example though. For example, several 
inscriptions employ a Greek version of the Gloria Patri: “Glory to the Father, to the Son, 
and to the Holy Spirit!”649 One lintel from the town of Hass on the Limestone Massif 
combines the phrase with a common acclamation for salvation alongside the imagery of a 
cross: 
Δόξα Πατρὶ, Υἱῷ, Ἁγίῳ Πνεύµατι Σῶσον, Κύριε, τὸν λαόν σου!650 
Glory to the Father, Son, Holy Spirit. Save, Lord, your people! 
 
This is a variation of the so-called “Lesser Doxology” in later liturgies, but assemblies 
                                               
648 William Prentice, Greek and Latin Inscriptions: Part III of the Publications of an American 
Archaeological Expedition to Syria, 1899-1900 (New York, 1908), inscr. 196, 151. 
649 William Prentice, Greek and Latin Inscriptions: Part III of the Publications of an American 
Archaeological Expedition to Syria, 1899-1900 (New York, 1908), inscription nos. 34, 156, 198, 321. 
650 Prentice, Greek and Latin Inscriptions, inscr. 156. 
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performed it widely in liturgies across the late antique Mediterranean.651 John Cassian 
reports that it was chanted at the end of each psalm during liturgical orders.652 The Rule of 
Benedict also stipulates for the entire monastic community to chant the Latin version 
three times after reciting the psalms.653 The chant also was at the center of Trinitarian 
debates during late antiquity. In his treatise, “On the Holy Spirit,” Basil the Great laments 
how factions had split over whether to phrase the doxology as “Glory to the Father and to 
the Son and to the Holy Spirit” or “Glory to the Father and to the Son with the Holy 
Spirit.” He claims that the debates would get so heated that friendships were broken and 
factions would fight in the churches “with the meaningless cries and unintelligible shouts 
of their incessant clamor.”654 
 Some of the Limestone Massif lintels preserve the liturgical phraseology that 
includes the conjunction “καὶ.” One house lintel discovered in Kapropera reads: “Δόξα 
Πατρὶ καὶ Υἱῷ καὶ Ἁγίῳ Πνεύµατι!”655 This phrasing may suggest that this inscription 
aimed to insert itself into a doctrinal debate over this acclamation, advertising a particular 
theological affiliation to passersby. At the very least, such inscriptions bearing the 
conventional phrasing of the Gloria Patri demonstrate how liturgical forms were adapted 
for protective purposes. The Hass inscription cited in the previous paragraph does not 
                                               
651 Nicholas Ayo, Gloria Patri: The History and Theology of the Lesser Doxology (South Bend, IN: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2007). 
652 John Cassian, “De Coenobiorum Institutione,” 2.8 in J.-P. Migne, Patrologiae cursus completus. Series 
Latina, 49 (Paris: J.-P. Migne, 1874), 94. 
653 Rule of Benedict, 58.22. Translation in Terrence Kardon, Benedict’s Rule: A Translation and 
Commentary (Collegeville, Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 1996), 464. 
654 Basil, On the Holy Spirit, paragraph 77, translation in Ayo, Gloria Patri, 23. 
655 William Prentice, Greek and Latin Inscriptions: Part III of the Publications of an American 
Archaeological Expedition to Syria, 1899-1900 (New York, 1908), inscr. 198. 
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include any conjunctions, but rather, it appends a common acclamation to the end: 
σῶσον, κύριε. This same acclamation may derive from LXX Psalm 27:9, but it also was 
performed as a crowd acclamation. One example appears in a Greek litany praising the 
emperor preserved in a seventh-century papyrus from Egypt: 
σῶσον, κύριε, τὸν φιλόχριστον βασιλέα. 
σῶσον, κύριε, τὸν φιλόχριστον εὐεργέτην. 
σῶσον, κύριε, τὴν ἀήττητον βασιλείαν. 
σῶσον, κύριε, τὸν ἰλλούστριον τῶν πολίτων.656 
 
Save, Lord, the Christ-loving emperor! 
Save, Lord, the Chirst-loving benefactor! 
Save, Lord, the invincible empire! 
Save, Lord, the illustris of the citizens! 
 
The Hass lintel inscription thus may reflect acclamations that were performed in political 
arenas for the emperor. Variations of σῶσον also commonly appear in formulas on late 
antique amulets.657 Modifying the Gloria Patri with σῶσον, κύριε transforms the liturgical 
phrase into a decidedly protective formula that recalls the collective performance of 
imperial acclamations.  
These inscriptions demonstrate that local liturgies functioned as a readily-
available repertoire of efficacious speech acts that people could mine for their own 
personal and domestic protection. Those who were commissioning and erecting these 
inscriptions frequently combined the liturgical formulas with common acclamatory 
slogans found on amulets such as εἷς θεός, βοήθι, and σῶσον, demonstrating a 
                                               
656 Greek reconstruction and translation by Lajos Berkes and Agnes T. Mihalyko, “A Greek Acclamation in 
Praise of an illustris from Seventh-Century Egypt (P.Berol.inv. 5603 Reconsidered),” Greek, Roman, and 
Byzantine Studies 59 (2019): 309-310. 
657 Blake Leyerle, “Keep Me, Lord, as the Apple of Your Eyes:’ An Early Christian Child’s Amulet,” 
Journal of Early Christian History 3, no. 2 (2013): 73-93. 
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willingness to modify institutional rites for their own functional benefit. This follows a 
broader observation within speech act theory that speech acts often derive their efficacy 
from institutionalized authority. As the scholar of religious studies Benjamin Ray put 
simply, it is a “sociolinguistic fact that when authorities speak, things usually happen.”658 
When a bishop intones, “Keep their houses, and guard their comings in and their goings 
out,” is a ritual appeal with illocutionary force that aims to protect a crowd of people and 
their houses from demonic harm. Other popular liturgical acclamations used for 
protection must have also derived their perceived efficacy from their proximity to 
institutionalized authority. Bishops leading liturgical rites were very conspicuous leaders 
of acclamations, and many acclamations that gained prominence such as “amen” were 
performed primarily as a collective response to a bishop’s own speech act at specific 
moments in the order of worship. This highly participatory nature of acclamations may 
underlie their widespread adoption as protective formulas on the buildings in late antique 
Syria.  
Once inscribed on stone, these oral formulas continue to exert agency on their 
audiences. Epigraphists in recent years have explored the likelihood of ancient audiences 
“re-performing” inscribed oral texts, in which inscriptions function basically as “scripts” 
for a literate or semi-literate audience. Classicists such as Joseph Day and Pauline LeVen 
have examined the performance of Greek epigrams in the Archaic and Classical periods, 
specifically focusing on how metrical inscriptions of epigrams reflect the orality of the 
songs that they record. Because meter is preserved in these inscriptions, Joseph Day 
                                               
658 Benjamin Ray, “Performative Utterances in African Rituals,” History of Religions 13, no. 1 (1973): 28. 
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argues that inscribed Greek epigrams were intentionally erected to be re-performed, a 
ritual action that he dubs “dramatic mimesis.”659 For example, dedicatory epigrams at the 
Acropolis that laud Athena in the vocative case would have uttered “a new act of praise” 
when read aloud.660 
Classicist Chris Faraone surmises that a first- or second-century CE inscription 
found in the Temple of Asklepios in Athens bearing a paean to Asklepios was designed 
specifically to facilitate an audience’s performance of the song, almost like a stone script 
or ancient teleprompter. The stonecutter indented and arranged the words so as to set the 
paean apart from the rest of the inscription, making it obvious to the audience which 
letters formed the song.661 Amy Papalexandrou has also argued that early Byzantine 
inscriptions functioned in a similar way as they “were never intended to be read silently 
with immediate comprehension.”662 Early Byzantine inscriptions were “fully capable of 
generating verbal” responses from audiences via the oral genres displayed on the stone.663 
These “echoes of orality,” enabled inscriptions to function as a site encouraging an oral 
performance.664 We see this in an inscription found on the Neapolis Gate of Philippi that 
bears a version of the Abgar-Jesus correspondence famously reported by Eusebius.665 The 
                                               
659 Joseph Day, “Interactive Offerings: Early Greek Dedicatory Epigrams and Ritual,” Harvard Studies in 
Classical Philology 96 (1994): 41. 
660 See CEG 197, Athenian Acropolis, ca. 510 BCE. Day, “Interactive Offerings,” 54. 
661 Christopher Faraone, “An Athenian Tradition of Dactylic Paeans to Apollo and Asklepios: Choral 
Degeneration or a Flexible System of Non-Strophic Dactyls?” Mnemosyne, Fourth Series, 64, no. 2 (2011): 
215-216. 
662 Amy Papalexandrou, “Text in Context: Eloquent Monuments and the Byzantine Beholder,” Word and 
Image 17, no. 3 (2001): 261. 
663 Papalexandrou, “Text in Context,” 259-283. 
664 Papalexandrou, “Echoes of Orality in the Monumental Inscriptions of Byzantium,” in Art and Text in 
Byzantine Culture, ed. L. James (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 165. 
665 For a full discussion of this inscription and the Abgar-Jesus inscriptions, see Andrew Mark Henry, 
“Apotropaic Autographs: Orality and Materiality in the Abgar-Jesus Inscriptions,” Archiv für 
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pilgrim Egeria, writing in the fourth century CE, reports that the bishop of Edessa would 
read this same letter while standing at the gates,666 raising the possibility that the oral 
performance of the Abgar-Jesus epistle at city gates was practiced throughout the eastern 
Mediterranean and that this Philippian inscription sought to encourage this rehearsal at 
the city’s gate.667 
  
                                               
Religionsgeschichte 17 (2016): 165-86. 
666 Egeria, Itinerarium Peregrinatio, 19.17: Illud etiam retulit nobis sanctus ipse dicens: “eo quod ex ea die, 
qua Ananias cursor per ipsam portam ingressus est cum epistolam Domini, usque in praesentem diem 
custodiatur, ne quis immundus, ne quis lugubris per ipsam portam transeat, sed nec corpus alicuius mortui 
eiciatur per ipsam portam.” Latin from Kai Brodersen, Aetheria/Egeria: Reise ins Heilige Land, (Berlin: De 
Gruyter, 2016), 152.  
667 Procopius also records that the Edessenes inscribed these words on their city gates to avert a Persian 
siege. See Procopius, De bello Persico, 2.12.26. 
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Table 1: Psalm 121:8 Inscriptions with phonetic spellings or reflecting liturgical 
phraseology (not exhaustive) 
                                               
668 The late Roman village of Androna lies east of Apamea (Howard Crosby Butler, Publications of the 
Princeton University Archaeological Expedition to Syrian in 1904-5 and in 1909: Division II, Architecture, 
Section B, Northern Syria, 2 (Leiden: Brill, 1920), 47-63). It was a reasonably wealthy village situated on a 
trade route to Palmyra with a circuit wall, public baths, barracks, water reservoirs, domestic buildings, and 
a dozen churches. Howard Butler surveyed Androna during his expeditions in 1905, but Dr. M. Mundell 
Mango carried out excavations there between 1997 and 2000, greatly expanding our understanding of the 
site. See M. Mundell Mango, "Excavations at Androna, Syria: The Oxford Team 1999," Dumbarton Oaks 
Papers 56 (2002): 307-315; M. Mundell Mango, "Excavations at Androna, Syria: The Oxford Team 2000," 
Dumbarton Oaks Papers 57 (2003): 293-297. 
669 Howard Crosby Butler describes it as a “poor modern village” with “wretched modern houses” built 
around and with material from late Roman buildings. Howard Crosby Butler, Syria: Publications of the 
Princeton University Archaeological Expeditions to Syria in 1904-1905 and 1909 (Leiden: Brill, 1930), 10. 
670 My translation differs from Frank Trombley's who translates the genitive “of this house” as qualifying 
“Lord.” See F. Trombley, Hellenic Religion and Christianization c. 370-529, vol. 2 (Leiden: Brill, 1995 
1. IGLS 1680, a broken lintel from Androna,668 likely dating to the 6th c.: This 
inscription follows the Septuagint reading of Psalm 121:8 except for the 
insertion of τὸν οἶκον τοῦτον, reflecting the same form of this phrase as in 
Chrysostom and the Apostolic Constitutions. 
 
+Κ(ύριο)ς φυλάξι τὸν οἶκον τοῦτον καὶ τὴν εἴσοδον καὶ ἔξοδο[ν] αὐτοῦ, ἀπὸ 
τοῦ νῦν ἕως τοῦ αἰῶνος.+ 
 
Lord, protect this house and its entrance and exit from now until forevermore. 
 
 
2. IGLS 4 1969, lintel, Sabba,669 546 CE:  Sabba is not as well-preserved as other 
ancient settlements in the region. One of the few standing ancient buildings in 
Sabba, possibly a private house, had two vaulted rooms. This inscription was 
found over the main doorway of one of these vaulted rooms and is one of the 
few from the region that explicitly mentions the evil eye. Little of the 
Septuagint reading of Psalm 121:8 remains here, though the appearance of the 
term oἴκος does reflect the liturgical benediction seen in the Apostolic 
Constutions and John Chrysostom’s homily. The lintel bears two or three 
crosses with several amuletic disks. 
 
+Ἔτους ηνώ, µη[νὸς Περιτ]ίου.. [Τοῦ οἴκο]υ τούτου Κύριος διαφυλάξει τὴν 
ἴσ[οδον καὶ τὴν ἔξοδόν] σο<υ>. Σταυροῦ γὰρ προκιµένου, οὐ [ὶ]σχύ[ει 
ὀφθαλµός βάσκα]νος. 
  
In the year 858, the month of Peritos...the Lord will guard the entrance and 







                                               
[1993]), 308. My translation agrees with the translation by Drew Wilburn: “Of this house (the) Lord shall 
guard the entrance and exits: for the cross being set before, no malignant eye shall prevail [against it].” 
Drew Wilburn, “Building Ritual Agency: Foundations, Floors, Doors, and Walls,” in Guide to the Study of 
Ancient Magic, ed. David Frankfurter (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 588. 
671 For a commentary on this inscription, see Kraus, “Über Herkunft und Fortleben von LXX Psalm cxx 
8a,” Vetus Testamentum 56, no. 1, 58-75, especially 71. 
3. IGLS 1677, Lintel of a church, Androna: This lintel was found near a small 
church in Androna. The inscription is longer than most others of its type. As 
with John Chrysostom's catechumen prayer, this inscription deploys a variation 
of the verb εὐλογέω, calling upon the Holy Trinity to bless the entrance and 
exit. This verb differs from the Septuagint's use of φυλάξει. 
 
Ἐν τῷ θ(ε)ῷ τεθεµελίωµε, ἐν Χ(ριστ)ῷ ἐστήριγµε, ἐν τῷ Ἁγίῳ Π(νεύµατ)ι 
περιτετήχισµε. Ἁγία Τριάς, ἀχώριστε, εὐλόγισον τήν εἴ<σ>οδον ἡµῶν καὶ τὴν 
ἔχοδον, ἀπο τοῦ νῦν καὶ ἕως τοῦ αἰῶνος ἀµήν.... 
  
I was founded in God; I was established in Christ; I was enclosed in the Holy 
Spirit. Holy Trinity, indivisible, bless our coming and our going from now 
until the age to come, amen... 
 
4. IGLS 2 525,671 Bourdaqli (west of Aleppo), 6th c.:  As with IGLS 1677, this 
inscription deploys a formulation of εὐλογέω instead of φυλάξει, which more 
closely follows Chrysostom’s catechumen prayer than the Septuagint. This 
inscription also exhibits several nonstandard spellings which may indicate 
phonetic spelling or spellings inspired by oral performance (e.g., σάλπινγος 
instead of σάλπιγγος;  εὐλογήσι instead of  εὐλογήσει; ἴσοδόν instead of  εἴσοδόν). The 
inscription curiously includes what appears to be a truncated version of the trisagion. It 
includes a single “ἅγιος,” which, despite its physical separation from “Κ(ύριο)ς 
τῶν δυνάµεων πασῶν” on the stone, apparently is intended to pair with the 
latter phrase. Each phrase of the inscription exhibits liturgical formulations. 
 
+ ἀνήβη ὁ θηὸς ἐν φονῇ σάλπινγος ὅτι ἡ βασιλία αὐτοῦ [εἰ]ς τοὺς αἰῶνας 
αἰόνον. ἅγιος.+ 
+ Κ(ύριο)ς τῶν δυνάµεων πασῶν + [disk] + εὐλογήσι τὴν ἴσοδόν σου (και) τὴν 
ἔξοδόν σου.  
+  ανηνηωθη ἐν ὀνόµατι κυρὶου µὴ Περιτιου θ ινδ ι τοῦ ἐξφ ἐτοῦς. 
 
God has gone up with the sound of a trumpet, for his kingdom will be unto the 
ages of ages. Holy, Lord of all hosts. Bless your going in and your going out. 





V. Visuality: The Amuletic Infrastructure   
In the settlements on the Limestone Massif, inhabitants experienced the magic of 
the liturgical acclamation both orally and visually. Someone walking through the 
haphazard streets of Serjilla would have encountered amuletic inscriptions above almost 
every entryway replete with crosses, medallions, and the short oral formulas familiar 
from daily worship. These inscriptions and the protection they offered must have shaped 
village life, affecting how people experienced their built environments as scaffolded with 
protective visual elements. The ΗΝΑ inscription from Serjilla that conceals a variation of 
Psalm 121:8 cited at the start of this chapter exemplifies this visuality of apotropaic 
formulas. This acclamation cannot be heard in the conventional sense of sound waves 
striking the human ear drum. As a cryptogram, few could readily recognize it as a 
scriptural citation. As a crudely carved inscription, it was not particularly noticeable to 
passersby. Its ability to be heard, understood, and seen take a backseat to its mere 
presence. This next section explores how this infrastructuring of amuletic, acclamatory 
objects shaped the population’s experience with their material surroundings.  
Literary theorist Gerard Genette describes texts as having both “phonic” and 
“graphic” elements.672 In the case of a graphic element like this cryptogram of Psalm 
121:8, what matters most is its graphic dimension, its visuality. Even though the 
monogram is barely legible, it is acting on its audience and built environment.673 As 
Karen Stern has argued, we cannot uncover exactly what people once experienced 
                                               
672 Gerard Genette, Seuils (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1987), 9. 
673 Karen Stern, Writing on the Wall: Graffiti and the Forgotten Jews of Antiquity (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2018), 25.  
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beholding a graffito or monumental inscription, but we can theorize about how ancient 
people “used activities of writing and drawing to engage, change, and experience the 
spaces, landscapes, individuals, and societies that surrounded them.”674 The epigraphist 
Andreas Rhoby theorizes three possible ways that ancient audiences perceived a 
monumental inscription, the first being that literate audience members might have read 
the inscription aloud.675 However, semi-literate or illiterate individuals could have 
interacted with inscriptions differently, relying on audience members to translate 
inscriptions for them audibly. Rhoby theorizes that semi-literate individuals would have 
been able to recognize what he calls “signal words,” words that conspicuously stand out 
that audience members could recognize.676 It would not have required a great deal of 
literacy to recognize acclamations such as εἷς θεός or the trisagion. On monumental 
inscriptions, short acclamations stand out as signal words, sometimes singularly 
dominating the surface of the stone.  
On other examples, εἷς θεός conspicuously marks the beginning of a lengthier 
invocation as it does on the obstetrics amulet cited at the start of this chapter677 or the 
Albinus inscriptions from Aphrodisias. On these objects, the acclamation εἷς θεός 
functions more as a visual symbol than it does as a communicative phrase to the 
beholder, especially if that beholder is illiterate or semi-literate.  
 
                                               
674 Stern, Writing on the Wall, 25. 
675 Rhoby, “Text as Art? Byzantine Inscriptions and Their Display,” in Writing Matters: Presenting and 
Perceiving Monumental Inscriptions in Antiquity and the Middle Ages, ed. I. Berti et al. (Boston: 
DeGruyter, 2017), 265-284. 
676 Rhoby, “Text as Art?” 273.  




These lintels’ placements over doorways is also significant to understand their 
amuletic function. These lintels overwhelmingly appear at liminal spaces around the 
house (indeed, the literal limes), a common placement attested elsewhere in the 
Mediterranean world.678 The inscriptions from northern Syria join this widespread 
epigraphic habit to erect monumental protective invocations over doorways, gates, and 
other liminal areas. Some of these inscriptions explicitly mention entrances or houses. 
One lintel over the side entrance of a late antique house in Khirbit Hass declares: “Lord, 
save this entrance!”679 Another lintel from a domestic building in Delloza reads: “Lord, 
help this house and those that dwell in it. Amen!”680 Both of these examples demonstrate 
how these particular spaces were viewed as vulnerable. Even when such explicit 
language is lacking, any inscription that appears over a doorway should be viewed as a 
possible amuletic inscription based on this widespread epigraphic habit to defend liminal 
space.  
                                               
678 Comparative examples include a corpus of protective inscriptions bearing the Abgar-Jesus 
correspondence found in Greece, Asia Minor, and Syria. One example appears on the lintel of a house in 
Ephesus, and another was inscribed on a block at one of the city gates of Philippi. Another apotropaic 
inscription situated in a liminal location is a sixth-century inscription placed over a gate in the Hexamillion 
Wall stretching across the Corinthian Isthmus that bears parts of the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed to 
guard “those who dwell in Greece.” On the Abgar-Jesus inscriptions see Andrew Mark Henry, “Apotropaic 
Autographs: Orality and Materiality in the Abgar-Jesus Inscriptions,” Archiv für Religionsgeschichte 17 
(2015): 165-185; Gregory Given, “Utility and Variance in Late Antique Witnesses to the Abgar-Jesus 
Correspondence,” Archiv für Religionsgeschichte 17 (2015): 187-222; Béatrice Caseau, “La letter de Jésus 
a Abgar d’Édesse: Appropriations et Transformations,” in Remanier, Métaphraser: Fonctions et 
Techniques de la Réecriture dans le Monde Byzantin, eds. S. Dusanic, B. Flusin (Belgrade: Université de 
Belgrade, 2011), 15-45. For more on the Hexamillion Wall inscription, see William Caraher, “Epigraphy, 
Liturgy, and Imperial Policy on the Justinianic Isthmus,” in Gebhard, Elizabeth and Timothy Gregory 
(eds.), Bridge of the Untiring Sea: The Corinthian Isthmus from Prehistory to Late Antiquity, ed. Elizabeth 
Gebhard and Timothy Gregory, Hesperia Supplements 48 (Princeton, NJ: American School of Classical 
Studies at Athens, 2015), 327-340. 
679 Prentice, Greek and Latin Inscriptions, inscr. 184. 
680 Prentice, Greek and Latin Inscriptions, inscr. 222. 
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B. Amuletic Iconography: 
Crosses, staurograms, and Christograms are some of the most ubiquitous symbols 
on door lintel inscriptions from northern Syria. These monograms are well-attested 
elsewhere as protective features on amulets and inscriptions. Inscriptions from Spain,681 
Algeria,682 Asia Minor, and Palestine display the cross or draw special attention to it for 
protection. Christograms have also been found incised on plaster sealing loculus graves, 
which scholars have interpreted as a protective symbol.683 Before the rise of Christianity, 
scribes used similar symbols as a shorthand for certain Greek words, but Christian scribes 
adapted them for their own uses by the third and fourth centuries.684 Some of the 
inscriptions from northern Syria draw special attention to the displayed crosses. The 
reference to envy in the following three inscriptions from late antique Syria suggests that 
the cross was viewed as a particularly effective strategy to defend against the Evil Eye in 
                                               
681 A Latin inscription accompanied by a cross is on a door lintel from Oviedo, Spain: “Lord! Place a sign 
of salvation / in these dwellings, so that you do not permit the destroying angel (angelum percutientem) to 
enter.” Translation by author. See Emil Hübner, Inscriptiones hispaniae christianae (Berlin: Berolini apud 
G. Reimerum, 1871), 81, no. 253; cf. p. 80, no. 249 and p. 81, no. 252. 
682 A Latin inscription from Khamissa, Algeria displays a Christogram, Alpha and Omega, and a cross: 
“Envy! Why do you harm those who you perceive to be growing stronger? You torment yourself, you bear 
wounds from yourself.” Stéphane Gsell, Inscriptions latines d’Algérie (Paris: Champion, 1922), no. 1971; 
Karl Meisen, “Derböse Blick und anderer Schadenzauber in Glaube und Brauch der alten Völker und in 
frühchristlicher Zeit,” Rheinisches Jahrbuch für Volkskunde 1 (1950): 175-76. For alternate translation, see 
John Elliott, The Evil Eye in the Bible and the Ancient World: Postbiblical Israel and Early Christianity 
through Late Antiquity (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2017), 123-124. 
683 Alison Cooley, The Cambridge Manual of Latin Epigraphy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2012), 232; C. Carletti, “Nascita e sviluppo del formulario epigrafico Cristiano: prassi e ideologia,” in Le 
iscrizioni dei cristiani in Vaticano, ed. I Di Stefano Manzella (Vatican City: Edizioni Musei Vaticani, 
1997), 154. 
684 For an extended discussion on the apotropaic uses of these symbols, see de Bruyn, Making Amulets 
Christian, 62-64. De Bruyn includes a bibliography for an overview of this material. See, for example, his 
footnotes on non-Christian uses of crosses, staurograms, and Christograms, including S. Heid, “Kreuz,” 
Reallexikon für Antike und Christentum 21 (2006):1099-148; E. Dinkler-Von Schubert, “ΣΤΑΥΡΟΣ: Vom 
‘Wort vom Kreuz’ (1 Kor. 1,18) zum Kreuz-Symbol,” in C. Moss and K. Kiefer (eds), Byzantine East, 
Latin West: Art-Historical Studies in Honor of Kurt Weitzmann, ed. Doula Mouriki, Christopher Moss, and 
Katherine Kiefer (Princeton, NJ: Department of Art and Archaeology, Princeton University, 1995), 29-39. 
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the fifth and sixth centuries CE. 
The Greek letters ΧΜΓ also frequently appear on Syrian door lintels. As an easily 
recognizable visual symbol, ΧΜΓ would have signaled to the audience the inscription’s 
apotropaic function. Between the fourth and seventh centuries, these three letters appear 
with increasing frequency on public documents, amphorae, epitaphs, and especially, on 
amulets elsewhere in the ancient Mediterranean.685 The meaning of these letters is 
obscure, but scholars have posited several possible interpretations of the letters as an 
acrostic. Some of the possible readings include: χριστὸν µαρία γεννᾷ,686 χριστὸς µαρίας 
γέννα,687 and χριστὸς µάρτυς γένοιτο.688 Llewelyn argues that ΧΜΓ may be an example 
of isopsephism. The summation of the numbers represented by ΧΜΓ (600+40+3) equals 
those of the common apotropaic formula θεὸς βοηθός. However, none of these theories 
have gained widespread acceptance.689  
Inscriptions can manipulate the bodies of audience members and how audience 
members move through space by forcing them to engage with inscriptions in very 
specific ways. The Albinus acclamatory inscriptions from Aphrodisias described in 
                                               
685 For Greco-Egyptian comparanda, see P.CtYBR inv. 4710. See Nongbri, “The Lord’s Prayer and XMΓ: 
Two Christian Papyrus Amulets,” Harvard Theological Review 104 (2011): 64-68 and de Bruyn, Making 
Amulets Christian, 66 for fuller discussion of this papyrus amulet. The three letters also appear on letters 
and lists of property.  
686 J.O. Tjäder, “Christ Our Lord, Born of the Virgin Mary (ΧΜΓ and VDN),” Eranos 68 (1970): 148-190. 
687 P. Naqlun I, “Appendix: The Christian Symbol ΧΜΓ,” 179-184. 
688 A. Gostoli, “Una nuova ipotesi interpretative della sigla ΧΜΓ,” Studia Papyrologica 22 (1983): 9-14; 
Robinson, “KΜΓ and ΘΜΓ for XΜΓ,” Tyche 1 (1986): 175-177. 
689 For a short discussion and extensive bibliography on this acrostic, see Theodore de Bruyn, Making 
Amulets Christian: Artefacts, Scribes, and Contexts (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 65-66. See 
also S.R. Llewelyn (ed.), New Documents Illustrating Early Christianity, vol. 8: A Review of the Greek 
Inscriptions and Papyri Published 1984-85 (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998), 156-168; A. Blanchard, 
“Sur quelques interpretations de ΧΜΓ,” in Proceedings of the XIV International Congress of 
Papyrologists, Oxford, 24-31 July 1974 (London: British Academy, 1975), 19-24; Malcolm Choat, Belief 
and Cult in Fourth-Century Papyri (Turnhout: Brepols, 2006), 114-115; Brent Nongbri, “The Lord’s 
Prayer and ΧΜΓ: Two Christian Papyrus Amulets,” Harvard Theological Review 104 (2011): 59-64. 
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Chapter Two are inscribed on a series of columns. Each line of the inscription is cut onto 
individual columns, intending for the audience to read them from left to right. Practically, 
this would have required an individual to walk from north to south along the portico, 
stopping before each column in order to read the entire inscription. The very display and 
perception of these inscriptions demands movement and an audience member’s entire 
body. Another example is the Arabic inscription encircling the interior of the Dome of 
the Rock in Jerusalem, referenced in Chapter One. This inscription forces observers to 
look up and walk around the interior of the building to read the entire inscription. An 
inscription overhanging a door lintel or inscribed on a door threshold forces observers to 
look up or down, pausing in a vulnerable space at the limes of the house. An individual’s 
body is implicated in the act of beholding an inscription. 
 
VI. Aurality: Sedimenting the Soundscape of Northern Syria:  
The magic of the acclamation was also experienced aurally in the villages of the 
northern Syrian Massif insofar as liturgical performance must have saturated the 
soundscape. Soundscape, a term coined by Canadian composer R. Murray Schafer, 
denotes “the totality of all sounds within a location with an emphasis in the relationship 
between individual’s or society’s perception of, understanding of, and interaction with 
the sonic environment.”690 Acclamatory performance, both inside and outside of 
churches, would have formed an important sound in the soundscape of late antique Syrian 
                                               
690 S.R. Payne, W.J. Davies, and M.D. Adams, “Research into the Practical Policy Applications of 




towns. For small, agricultural, the amount of churches per capita in this region is 
surprising. The total population of any one of these villages likely did not exceed 700 
people, and the population of some of the smaller villages likely ranged between 250 and 
300 individuals. But despite these small populations, scholars have estimated there was at 
least one church for every three square kilometers.691 Monasteries also dot the landscape 
in large numbers. Recent surveys have identified as many as 135 monastic complexes in 
the Limestone Massif.692 The region is so dense with monastic sites that few are more 
than two kilometers apart. In fact, based on estimates of how much of the landscape was 
visible in late antiquity, inhabitants of villages throughout the region would have been 
able to look out on the horizon and see multiple monasteries in almost any direction.693       
Kapropera (modern al-Bara), located thirty kilometers north of Apamea, is among 
the largest of these “dead towns” and illustrates the total saturation of liturgy in a small 
population center. Although only encompassing an area of two kilometers, the town had a 
large number of churches and monasteries relative to its population. Six monasteries and 
five churches survive with an additional three churches attested.694 Tchalenko labeled the 
                                               
691 Ignacio Peña, The Christian Art of Byzantine Syria (London: Garnet Publishing, 1997), 86. 
692 For identifying monastic sites in the Limestone Massif and the methods used to categorize them, see 
Daniel Hull, “A Spatial and Morphological Analysis of Monastic Sites in the Northern Limestone Massif, 
Syria,” The Journal of the Council for British Research in the Levant 40, no. 1 (2008): 93-94. 
693 According to Daniel Hull, 50% of the monasteries in this region are only 1 km. apart. Daniel Hull, “A 
Spatial and Morphological Analysis of Monastic Sites in the Northern Limestone Massif, Syria,” The 
Journal of the Council for British Research in the Levant 40, no. 1 (2008): 93-94. For general scholarship 
on viewshed analysis, see D. Wheatley, “Cumulative viewshed analysis: A GIS-based method for 
investigating intervisibility, and its archaeological application,” in Archaeology and Geographic 
Information Systems: A European Perspective, ed. Gary Lock and Zoran Stancic (New York: Taylor and 
Francis, 1995); David Wheatley and Mark Gillings, “Visibility Analysis and Archaeology,” in Spatial 
Technology and Archaeology: The Archaeological Applications of GIS (New York: Taylor and Francis, 
2003), 179-192.  
694 Georges Tchalenko, Villages antiques de la Syrie du Nord: Le massif du Belus à l’époque romaine 
(Paris: Librairie orientaliste Paul Geuthner, 1953), pl. CXXXVII. 
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extant churches E1–E5 from north to south. The northernmost church, E1, is a basilica-
style church and the largest in the town. E1 and E5 were built contemporaneously in the 
mid-sixth century as their decorative sculptures apparently came from the same 
workshop.695  E2 and E4,696 the smallest church in Kapropera, also possess architectural 
elements from a shared workshop.697  
The town is an agglomeration of houses without any discernible city planning. An 
improvised network of passages weaves throughout the village, none of which could be 
called proper public “streets” that could accommodate economic activity.698 However, 
this seemingly haphazard planning belies the town’s relative affluence and importance in 
the region during late antiquity. The town was founded in the late fourth century CE and 
flourished throughout the fifth and sixth centuries. Many of the houses are massive, and 
must have served a dual purpose as spaces for both dwelling and production. The 
presence of olive and wine presses (including an impressive subterranean press), stables, 
and a recently excavated bath complex suggest a level of economic activity that brought a 
certain amount of affluence to the inhabitants. 
                                               
695 Jean-Pascal Fourdrin, “Église E.5 d’El Bara,” Syria, 69, 1-2 (1992): 171-210, especially 184. The dating 
of this church is based, in part, on comparing the decorative stonework with similar designs on dated lintels 
from nearby towns. 
696 Emma Loosley visited this site in May 1998 and photographed church E4. See: 
http://architectureandasceticism.exeter.ac.uk/items/show/180 
697 Maamoun Abdulkarim and Gérard Charpentier, “Archaeological and Architectural Studies in Northern 
Syria (Dead Cities): General Presentation with Three Missions in El Bara and Ruweiha,” International 
Syrian Congress on Archaeology and Cultural Heritage Program and Abstracts, Beirut 2015, ed. Jeanine 
Abdul Massih and Shinichi Nishiyama (Oxford: Archaeopress Archaeology, 2018), 28. 
http://jswaa.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/PROGRAM-ABSTRACTS-ISCACH-2015_Full-File.pdf 
698 Georges Tate, Les campagnes de la Syrie du nord du IIe au VII siècle: un exemple d’expansion 
démographie et économique à la fin de l’antiquité (Paris: Librairie orientaliste Paul Geuthner, 1922), 223. 
Tate suggests that these “streets” served only for circulation of people and animals. They had no 
discernable economic function as they are bordered by house walls. 
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Archaeoacoustic studies enable us to reconstruct the sonic environment of towns 
such as Kapropera. The historian Bruce Smith has demonstrated how much quieter 
ancient cities were.699 Without electricity and the internal combustion engine, the loudest 
sound an ancient individual might have experienced on an average day would include 
humans shouting at 75 decibels or a barking dog at 70 decibels.700 When compared to the 
din of city traffic today, which clocks in at 80 dB, we can imagine the effect noise 
pollution has on a local soundscape. The near constant rumble of trucks, blaring car 
horns, the whine of a chainsaw, and the pounding bass of a stereo system all muddle the 
soundscape. Noise pollution creates what Smith calls a “masking effect” that dampens 
the ability for any one sound to rise above the noise and mitigates the distance a sound 
can travel.701 
Experiencing Kapropera’s soundscape meant hearing subtler sounds—the 
hammer of a blacksmith, the clop of hooves on paving stones, the creak of a wagon 
wheel, and conversation. Removing ambient sounds enables normal outdoor 
conversations to become audible from more than 100 feet away. This effect is so 
pronounced that individuals would have needed to lower their voices to a whisper 
outdoors to avoid being overheard. This ability to hear the details of “small” sounds has a 
bearing on the extent to which the liturgy permeated the lived experience of late antique 
populations.  
                                               
699 Bruce Smith, The Acoustic World of Early Modern England (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
1999). 
700 Estimate is based on a human shouting at standing 3 feet away. Dog barking estimate standing at 50 
feet. See Bruce Smith, The Acoustic World of Early Modern England (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 1999), 49-50 for comparative chart of different sound levels.  
701 Smith, The Acoustic World, 49-51. 
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 Early Christian texts can also shed some light on the aural experience of liturgical 
performance in late antique towns and cities. Egeria describes the sound of the liturgy in 
Jerusalem echoing out from the church: 
While the bishop is discussing and explaining each point, so loud are the voices of praise 
that they can be heard outside the church.702 
 
She relates a similar example of the doors of the Anastasis being opened in the early 
hours of the day, which must have enabled the sound of liturgy to enter the soundscape: 
Loving sisters, I am sure it will interest you to know about the daily services they 
have in the holy places, and I must tell you about them. All the doors of the 
Anastasis are opened before cock-crow each day, and the monazontes and 
parthenai as they call them here, come in, and also some lay men and women, at 
least those who are willing to wake at such an early hour. From then until 
daybreak they join in singing the refrains to the hymns, psalms, and 
antiphons…703 
 
We can assume a similar experience occurred in cities and towns throughout the eastern 
Mediterranean during the same time period of the fourth to seventh centuries. Throughout 
the day, liturgical chants mingled with the soundscape. Research on the acoustics of 
liturgical chanting in churches suggests that the liturgy in a small Syrian town like 
Kapropera would have been experienced as a “keynote sound,” that is to say, sounds that 
are “constants against which other sounds are heard and interpreted.”704 In June 2014, 
historian Sharon Gerstel and sound engineer Chris Kyriakakis with a team of Greek male 
singers attempted to recreate the experience of liturgical chants in late antiquity and the 
                                               
702 Egeria, Pilgrimage of Egeria, 47, Translation from George Gingas, Egeria: Diary of a Pilgrimage (New 
York: Newman Press, 1968), 124-125. 
703 Egeria, Pilgrimage of Egeria, 24-25, Translation by John Wilkinson, Egeria’s Travels (London: SPCK, 
1971), 123-126. 




Byzantine periods.705 The team chose eight churches in Thessaloniki ranging from the 
fifth century to the fourteenth century and conducted acoustical measurements while the 
male chorus sang middle Byzantine chants. Their experiments at the church of 
Acheiropoietos, a fifth-century basilica, give us the best analogue to illustrating the 
liturgical soundscape of the Syrian Limestone Massif during the same period.  
Although not a perfect experiment, the results do echo what Egeria describes: 
liturgical sounds filled the space of late antique churches and emanated into the 
environment as a keynote element of the soundscape. Although it is impossible to 
reconstruct the archaeoacoustics of Kapropera in its current fragmentary state, enough 
data remains to piece together an idea of what the acoustics of these spaces must have 
sounded like and how liturgy saturated the town’s soundscape. Most of the churches and 
monasteries cluster around the densest part of the town in an area that spans only 500 by 
500 meters. Based on Sharon Gerstel’s research and what we can hypothesize about the 
quieter soundscapes of ancient towns, the daily liturgies would have been audible to most 
of the population throughout the day. Processions would have further added to the 
liturgical soundscape.  
Experiencing the liturgical soundscape in these towns is significant when we 
consider that these performances were also thought to be effective “collective 
weapons”706 against an environment animated by rivals or demonic foes. In her 2010 
                                               
705 See Adrienne Lafrance, “Hearing the Lost Sounds of Antiquity,” The Atlantic, February 19, 2016; Mike 
Fricano, “Measuring the Sound of Angels Singing,” UCLA Newsroom, September 14, 2015. 
706 Bertrand Lançon calls liturgical singing “une arme collective,” and likens them to defensive and 
offensive weapons. See Bertram Lançon, “Le chant, arme defensive et offensive des chrétiens de 
l’Antiquité tardive,” in Musique et danse dans l’Antiquité, ed. Marie-Hélène Delavaud-Roux (Rennes: 
Presses universitaires de Rennes, 2011), 133-139. 
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monograph, The Sensual Icon, Pentcheva explores the ancient concept of “animation” or 
“inspiritment,” which she defines as how “pneuma/breath is imparted to matter.”707 In 
other words, people experience objects and space as alive and pulsating with tangible 
divine power. She argues specifically that liturgy “gave visibility and tangibility to divine 
presence” as humans become receptacles of divine power during the process of 
vocalizing liturgical formulas.708 Dayna Kalleres in her book City of Demons likewise 
reminds us how Christian public rituals such as processions and liturgical chants ritually 
“diabolized” urban environments in late antiquity. That is to say, these rituals identified 
and responded to an environment filled with angelic and demonic agents. In a world 
where chanting the trisagion in the streets of Constantinople could avert an earthquake or 
“pagan” hymns could attract demonic spectators, the liturgical chants reverberating from 
the hundreds of churches on the Northern Syrian Massif established an omnipresent force 
of sound that indelibly shaped the inhabitants’ embodied experience of space. As a 
keynote sound in these towns, people could experience liturgical performance even 
without participating in vocalizing the formulas themselves. The protective sound of the 
liturgy permeated the lived experience of the population through the sense of hearing. 
 
VII. Theoretical Takeaways 
Liturgical performance and amuletic door lintels in northern Syria demonstrate 
that the magic of the acclamation affected the sensory experience of village life in 
                                               
707 Bissera Pentcheva, The Sensual Icon: Space, Ritual, and the Senses (University Park, PA: The 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010), 15. 
708 Pentcheva, The Sensual Icon, 51.  
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multiple dimensions: materially, visually, and aurally. Acclamations were inscribed into 
the very infrastructure of these towns as a form of architectural magic, affecting how 
people experienced their built environment. People experienced the collective 
effervescence of acclamations personally when gathering together to shout or chant them 
in public areas and churches. The charisma of the liturgical performance was also an 
aural product that reverberated throughout the streets and walls of these small villages.   
This multi-sensory experience demonstrates that the magic of the liturgical 
acclamation emerges from an assemblage of actants. In her book Vibrant Matter, the 
philosopher Jane Bennett argues that agency, which she defines as “the ability to make a 
difference, produce effects, [and] alter the course of events,”709 is distributed throughout a 
network of actants. These actants include not only humans, objects, and technology but 
also more amorphous agents like electricity. She and other theorists like Bruno Latour 
and Bill Sillar, invite us to consider “the social agency of things.”710 Sillar, in particular, 
argues that in indigenous societies, “material objects can have social identities” and that 
individuals forge social bonds with the material world.711 Objects do not merely elicit 
emotional responses from humans, but they also drive humans to “develop social 
obligations” with the objects.  
This theoretical framework challenges us to consider the entire assemblage in 
which the protective efficacy of liturgical formulas is active. Humans are not the only 
                                               
709 Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Durham, NC: Duke University Pres, 
2009), x. 
710 Sillar, “The Social Agency of Things? Animism and Materiality in the Andes,” Cambridge 
Archaeological Journal 19, no. 3 (2009): 367-377. 
711 Sillar, “The Social Agency of Things?,” 367. 
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actants implicated in the magic of the acclamation. The inscriptions sediment the 
collective performances in material forms that continue to exert agency on their 
audiences visually through the sense of sight or physically through touch. The inhabitants 
of these villages would have seen liturgical acclamations everywhere over the entrances 
of their houses and churches. They would have heard liturgical performances echoing 
through the streets during processions. And, at times, they would have participated in 
these liturgical performances themselves. The acclamatory inscriptions in Northern Syria 
work in tandem with the performance and experience of liturgies to ensure that the 
protective efficacy of liturgical acclamations was ubiquitous and present even when no 
obvious collective was present to vocalize the formulas themselves. 
 
VIII. Conclusion 
Liturgical formulas saturated the built environments of late antiquity. People 
experienced them orally and aurally inside churches and in the streets as part of 
processions. Crowds made practical use of these formulas, adapting them as a response 
following natural disasters or as a weapon to battle with rivals. Materialized liturgical 
acclamations and hymns should be interpreted in light of these performative contexts. 
Manufacturers of amulets or apotropaic inscriptions improvised upon these formulas, 
adapting them for protective incantations and materializing them on objects. Monumental 
inscriptions of liturgical formulas also reflect the orality of these performances. These 
inscriptions thus sediment a collective, public performance.   
The amuletic liturgical inscriptions from northern Syria demonstrate how the 
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charisma of the collective performance could be transposed between performance and 
materiality. In the towns of late antique Syria, liturgical performance flowed in and out of 
different material media, from text to human vocal cords to sound waves to inscriptions 
overhanging a domestic entryway. The perceived efficacy of these formulas is not simply 
a product of human action. The efficacy of the formulas could become material agents in 
and of themselves that shape how humans experienced their built environment of houses, 
streets, and walls. An acclamatory cryptogram like ΗΝΑ seems far-removed from the 
collective performance of people standing in a church or marching in a procession. But it 
was inscribed precisely because it was thought to be effective for protecting domestic or 
ecclesiastical space. Although illegible to passersby, the inscription echoes a liturgical 
performance that was experienced as a protective benediction in the local churches and 
sedimented the charisma of that benediction.  
Viewing the magic of the acclamation as emerging from a multisensory 
experience can be seen in examples discussed in previous chapters as well. When 
gathering in the streets of Constantinople to chant the trisagion to avert an earthquake, the 
human actors do not generate collective effervescence alone. The performance includes 
the involvement of supernatural actors: the angels in heaven who teach the trisagion to 
humans in the first place. The performance of the trisagion involves human bodies and 
the bodily processes necessary for vocalizing the chant such as the vibrating of vocal 
chords and the movement of lips. The built environment contributes to the generation of 
effervescence as the sound of the chanting echoes down the reflective surfaces of stone 
buildings. Even geological forces contribute to the generation of effervescence as the 
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earthquake serves as an antagonist prompting the humans’ gathering and their collective 
performance. Ecclesiastical authorities and institutions are involved as the agents that 
authorize and disseminate the trisagion hymn in local liturgies. This theoretical approach 
de-centers the human agent as the primary producer of the protective efficacy of liturgical 
acclamations. Monumental inscriptions, portable amulets, and graffiti demonstrate that 
the magic of the acclamation could remain active even when no collective of humans was 





CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION 
I. Collective Performance, Collective Empowerment 
Late on May 1st 2011, the Philadelphia Phillies and New York Mets were battling 
in an otherwise unremarkable regular-season baseball game. The hometown Phillies had 
drawn a sold-out crowd to watch the division rivals play, but by the top of the 8th inning, 
the Phillies were trailing the Mets by one run. However, despite the Phillies’ poor 
performance, the energy in the crowd started to rally. An effervescent chatter buzzed 
throughout the stadium as fans’ attention turned away from the game to their 
smartphones. What started as a murmur soon erupted into a deafening chant: “U-S-A! U-
S-A! U-S-A!”  
As the chant thundered throughout the stadium, the players on the field looked 
around in confusion. Without their own access to the internet, the players were unaware 
of what had just occurred: the Al-Qaeda terrorist leader and mastermind behind the 2001 
World Trade Center attacks, Osama bin Laden, had been killed. Even while the Phillies 
and Mets battled on into extra innings, the US President at the time, Barack Obama, 
announced to the nation on live television that US Navy Seals had killed the terrorist 
leader in an operation in Pakistan. 
The “U-S-A” chant shouted at this baseball game has become a fixture in 
American public life. Although no one can pinpoint its exact origins, crowds have 
increasingly chanted it at sporting events, political rallies, and protests throughout the 
20th and 21st centuries. But in these different contexts, the chant appears to function 
differently. Sometimes, as with the Philadelphia Phillies game, the USA chant functions 
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as a celebratory cry. Other times, crowds wield it as a weapon to silence an opponent. At 
a speech at the University of New Mexico in January 2017, the controversial right-wing 
speaker, Milo Yiannopoulos, sparred with an audience member over his inflammatory 
remarks about Islam. During Yiannopoulos’ Islamophobic tirade, a Muslim woman 
wearing a hijab stood and started shouting at him. Members of the audience responded by 
chanting “USA” to drown her out, leading to a tense confrontation between the woman, 
the crowd, and the jeering speaker.712 
The thundering shouts at that Phillies game would have been a familiar 
experience for the inhabitants of late ancient Mediterranean cities. In the world of late 
antiquity, crowds shouted acclamations in a variety of social arenas. They shouted these 
formulas in hippodromes either to cheer on their chariot team or in an attempt to depose 
an emperor. Bishops shouted acclamations in church councils or to anathematize a 
theological rival. Crowds marched through the streets of major cities in the midst of an 
epidemic shouting acclamations for the city’s recovery. These episodes occur with such 
frequency in late Roman literature as to become a literary cliché. According to the Acts of 
Paul and Thecla, the crowd witnessing Thecla’s near-martyrdom in an amphitheater 
shouted “unison praise to God loud enough to make the whole city shake: ‘There is one 
God, who saved Thecla!’”713  
Some of the very same formulas chanted in these arenas appear on amulets, 
including “One God!” “Help!” “Save!” “Lord, Have Mercy!” “Holy, Holy, Holy!” This 
                                               
712 See Milo Yiannopoulos, January 28, 2017, video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SHZBGidQcEs. 
713 Acts of Paul, 38. Translation by Richard Pervo, The Acts of Paul: A New Translation with Introduction 
and Commentary (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2014), 13. 
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dissertation started with this simple observation: why do so many formulas on late 
antique amuletic objects include acclamations? What power is there in an inscribed 
shout? These formulas being so readily integrated into apotropaic invocations suggests 
that late antique individuals regarded them as efficacious speech acts that fulfilled many 
more functions beyond the simple communication of information. These were aggressive 
or triumphant formulas that were thought to accomplish something.  
I have argued that these objects reflect the performative efficacy of chanting or 
shouting formulas in crowds or assemblies. These objects evoke the memory of a public 
performance in the same way that a baseball cap embroidered with “U-S-A!” instead of 
simply “USA” might evoke the thought of the chant. But these objects do not simply 
evoke the memory of those performances, they also channel their performative efficacy. 
Late antique individuals experienced collective chanting as empowering experiences. Our 
previous encounter with the Phillies game can help us imagine the embodied experience 
that this text seeks to evoke—thunderous shouts echoing throughout an edifice purpose-
built to improve acoustics, the sound reverberating off the walls and palpably resonating 
through the body. The text even goes out of its way to describe the chants’ effect on the 
city—the sound physically rattling it. There was a performative charisma to public 
chanting which enabled assemblies to transform their sensory and material 
circumstances. This charisma could be sedimented in an object, transforming it from a 
mundane thing to an object of power capable of protecting, cursing, or exorcising.  
This project has drawn partly on the legacy of J.L. Austin’s performative theory 
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of language.714 At the crux of this theory is that sometimes language functions more like 
an action than as a means of communication. A speech act is an utterance at work, an 
utterance that changes reality or creates the opportunity for change.715 Certain speech acts 
convey “illocutionary force,” the ability “to effect what is being stated.”716 Others convey 
“perlocutionary force,” speech acts that bring about a result or consequence because of 
the utterance being performed. These categories are not necessarily mutually exclusive, 
but they both highlight the type of effects that speech acts can convey.  
This theoretical lens enables new perspectives on the instrumentality of public 
acclamatory performance in late antiquity, including liturgical performance. Acclamation 
was an eminently practical ritual. Late antique individuals gathered together to chant and 
shout acclamations specifically to accomplish something, to transform their social and 
material realities. Late antique legal texts recorded the acclamations shouted by crowds to 
try to sway an emperor’s opinion and shape legal decisions. Crowds marched through the 
streets of Constantinople or Antioch chanting acclamations as a form of disaster 
management after an earthquake or plague. Crowds could elect a new bishop or depose 
another by acclamation. In many of these scenarios, the acclamation served as a form of 
communication between a crowd and an individual. But the function of acclamation 
                                               
714 John R. Searle, Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language (Cambridge: Cambridge 
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2015), 29. 
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extended well beyond mere communication. Acclamations primarily functioned as verbal 
actions that could change reality. 
The efficacy or success of a speech act is contingent upon a broader context 
though: Who is doing the speaking? Where is it being performed? What gestures 
accompany the performance? In the case of acclamations, a crowd is the primary actor 
producing the vocalization. Thus, to fully understand the efficacy of these speech acts, 
this dissertation has examined the ritual contexts where crowds performed acclamations. 
During collective performances, acclamations function as speech acts that synchronize 
and unify the crowd, enabling a crowd to direct its attention to a particular goal or against 
a particular target. The qualities of rhythm, synchrony, and volume work to generate a 
sense of collective empowerment or “effervescence.”  
In The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Émile Durkheim argued that a sort of 
social “electricity” flows through a crowd during public ritual that he called collective 
effervescence.717 Collective effervescence is a creative and generative moment during 
which assemblies can come to spontaneous decisions during a rapturous moment of 
deindividuation as their individuality melds into the crowd’s new identity.718 Most crowd 
social-psychologists have rejected Durkheim’s conceptualization of effervescence as a 
deindividuating experience; however, his theory has been corroborated in part as an 
explanation for the phenomenon “collective empowerment.” Collective empowerment 
refers to the subjective sense of increased agency that individuals feel when acting in 
                                               
717 Durkheim, Elementary Forms, 217. 
718 Gustave Le Bon, The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind (London: Ernest Benn, 1947 [1895]), 125.  
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coordination with an assembly. It does not involve an individual “losing” his or her sense 
of self, but rather, an individual aligning his or her identity with the crowd and its goals. 
This theory of performative assembly may shed light on the motivations behind and 
intended effects of acclamation in late antique contexts too.719 Many examples of public 
acclamation in antiquity involve a crowd uniting in liminal moments against a common 
foe or to achieve a specific goal. These included scenarios like the Nika Riots, when 
partisan crowds united an acclamation against Justinian for jailing their allies. Shouts of 
Κύριε ἐλέησον echoed in the streets of Constantinople or Antioch during a plague in an 
attempt to contend with a liminal situation. Even the trisagion is performed in a liminal 
moment in Christian liturgies, often appearing before the Eucharist when the gates of 
heaven are thought to open and angels join in the chanting. Demons and angels 
congregate in liminal moments. Miracles and epiphanies can occur. The widespread 
appearance of acclamations on objects like amulets or protective inscriptions may point 
to this charisma of the collective performance in liminal moments.  
                                               
719 Judith Butler’s recent theory of performative assembly may also tie into collective empowerment, but 
these links have yet to be examined. Butler argues that assembling instantiates vulnerability. By assembling 
together and coordinating action, assemblies can mobilize against the systems that keep people in 
precarious life situations. Examples of precarities that ancient crowds shouted against included the Nika 
Riots, when partisan factions in the hippodrome of Constantinople shouted invective acclamations against 
the Emperor Justinian in an attempt to force him to release their imprisoned comrades. Ecclesiastical 
histories and hagiographies depict crowds shouting “Lord, have mercy” in an attempt to quell a plague or 
earthquake. Seen through the lens of speech act theory, we can cast these acclamations as shouts to regain 
agency in a fraught and uncontrollable situation rather than a helpless shout for divine assistance. Modern 
examples might include demonstrations like the Occupy Wall Street movement or the Arab Spring marches 
in Tahrir Square, which exemplify how assembly and public performativity are linked with precarity and 
liminality. The collective speech acts that were uttered during these demonstrations (e.g. “We are the 99 
percent!”) illustrate how an utterance can simultaneously work to empower a collective and to channel the 
energy of a crowd to enable individuals to augment their ability to act (Martel, 63). James Martel, review of 




II. Inscribing Collective Speech Acts  
However, speech acts are ephemeral. A crowd gathers at a hippodrome. They 
shout “nika!” for their favorite charioteer. And when they cease shouting, the sound of 
their voices dies out. But speech acts can also be written down. These actes d’écriture, as 
the scholar Beatrice Fraenkel calls them, operate in a similar manner to speech acts in 
that they function both as a statement and an action simultaneously.720 Inscribed 
acclamations can produce effects beyond the simple communication of meaning. They 
can demand, exhort, protest, or denounce. In the case of amuletic acclamations in late 
antiquity, the inscribed formulas can protect an individual from harm or invoke the aid of 
angels.  
This is what is meant by “the sedimentation of the charisma of the collective 
performance.” A crowd’s ritualized, miracle-inducing speech acts continue to operate 
when inscribed as a graffito or on an amulet. A graffito of “Κύριε ἐλέησον” in a saint’s 
shine or a church transforms the building and, commensurately, transforms the viewers’ 
experience of the environment. Objects thus come to exert a certain degree of agency on 
humans. The inscribed acclamation extends a collective performance that continue to 
affect human experience. 
This object agency should expand how we view Durkheim’s theory of collective 
effervescence. Durkheim describes collective effervescence as a very anthropocentric 
phenomenon. Humans are the primary actors in his summary of the Warramungan fire 
                                               




ceremony that provided his primary data for effervescence, but the “collective” that 
generates collective effervescence is composed of so much more than human actors. 
There is an assemblage of actants that enable and generate effervescence. As 
anthropologist Adam Yuet Chau remarks, the fire ceremony’s assemblage includes 
animals and their body parts, the natural features of the location including rocks and dust, 
ritual substances and objects like paint or axes, as well as sound, wind, and fire.721 
Collective effervescence involves all of these dimensions. Seen through this lens, we can 
consider the assemblage present when John Chrysostom organized hymn-chanting in the 
streets of Constantinople to combat his theological rivals described in Chapter 3. The 
human actants assembled and chanted their acclamatory hymns, but they also carried 
candle-lit silver crosses. The materiality joins with the ephemeral speech act to augment 
the charisma of the crowd action. Movement and city infrastructure are implicated in this 
effervescence too as the crowds marched through the streets of Constantinople.  
We can also consider the assemblage involved when an assembly chants the 
trisagion in the anaphoral performance described in Chapter 4. When John Chrysostom 
declares that the assembly is singing with a host of heavenly beings, the human actors 
performatively generate a host of non-human supernatural actors who are believed to be 
ceaselessly singing the acclamation in heaven. The trisagion, “Holy, holy, holy!” is a 
speech act that is believed to draw angels into the presence of humans. Inscribing this 
                                               
721 For Adam Yuet Chau’s impressive explication of the Warramungan fire ceremony’s assemblage, see 
Adam Yuet Chau, “Actants Amassing: Beyond Collective Effervescence and the Social,” in Durkheim in 
Dialogue: A Centenary Celebration of the Elementary Forms of Religious Life, ed. Sondra L. Hausner 
(Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2013), 210.  
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chant on an amulet beside the images of angels sediments this angelic performance for 
protection, making portable angels and their ability to protect one from harm.  
Chapter 5 highlighted the multisensory experience of acclamations and the 
assemblage involved in their collective effervescence. The performance of liturgical 
acclamations involves human bodies and the bodily processes necessary for vocalizing 
the chant such as the vibrating of vocal chords and the movement of lips. The built 
environment contributes to the generation of effervescence as the sound of the chanting 
reverberates around the reflective surfaces of stone buildings. Ecclesiastical authorities 
and institutions are involved as the agents that authorize and disseminate the 
acclamations in local liturgies. Integrating these acclamations into the town’s door lintels 
distributes it throughout the built environment, shaping how one interacts with their own 
town. The town and its inhabitants work together to create an assemblage that 
continuously responds to a dangerous world of demons and disease.  
Even though a speech act is ephemeral, it is embedded in an assemblage, a 
network that, as Judith Butler says, “precedes and exceeds the momentary occasion of its 
enunciation.”722 A speech act is not necessarily “tethered” to the initial utterance.723 In 
the case of an inscribed acclamation, the speech act materializes the “occasion of its 
enunciation” in a more durable form. The magic of the acclamation is experienced as a 
form of object agency. Object agency refers to matter’s ability to act on their social 
worlds and audiences. People can hold, manipulate, or look upon an amulet, gem, or 
                                               
722 Judith Butler, Notes Toward a Performative Theory of Assembly (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2015), 176. 
723 Butler, Notes Toward a Performative Theory of Assembly, 176.  
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piece of jewelry. An inscription on a door lintel can manipulate its audience by requiring 
a person to move their body in such a way to look at the inscription and read it. For 
example, amuletic door lintels from Northern Syria situate acclamatory formulas beside 
medallions and crosses that attract attention or challenge an imagined demonic audience. 
The object shapes how the inhabitants of these towns experienced the exteriors of their 
houses and churches. Thus, the collective speech act retains its effect on the world even 
long after its original performance.  
 
III. Material Approach to Ancient Lived Religion 
 Objects, specifically inscribed amuletic objects, were the starting point of this 
dissertation. By examining the intersection of performance and materiality evident in 
acclamatory amulets, this dissertation aimed to explore the pragmatic instrumentality of 
these formulas. In other words, the aim was to explore how an ephemeral ritual utterance 
can retain protective efficacy when materialized. This material approach was a conscious 
effort to push scholarship beyond a “meaning-centered” approach to acclamations that 
examines the political or theological meanings conveyed by these formulas. For example, 
in his article on the “magical character” of Syrian lintels composed in 1906, William 
Kelly Prentice’s tone belied vague disdain and disappointment for what he interpreted as 
theological confusion or superstition underlying the production of these inscriptions. 
Despite the seemingly pious invocations of archangels and psalms, Prentice concluded 
that these ancient Syrians were “not free from superstition,” adding that “it tends 
somewhat to disillusionment to discover how much of pure superstition there was in what 
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at first sight seems to be genuine expression of sincere piety.”724 For Prentice, erecting an 
inscription only for magical purposes illustrates the ancients’ lack of the rarified ideals of 
true religion: inner belief and sincere piety rooted in correct theology. Later scholars such 
as Jonathan Z. Smith in his Drudgery Divine, have demonstrated that this idealized image 
of religion stemmed from a Protestant perspective that prioritized immaterial values over 
a “Catholic” concern for ritual action and objects. Throughout the 20th century and into 
the 21st century, this perspective has remained operative in the study of ancient religions. 
Recent efforts have done much to correct what anthropologist Birgit Meyer has 
called a “mentalistic” approach to religion that focuses too much on inward beliefs, 
sincerity, and cognition.725 William Prentice was expressing a mentalistic approach by 
being so scandalized by late ancient people in Syria deploying liturgical acclamations for 
“superstitious” reasons. A “material” approach to ancient religion, on the other hand, 
recognizes that materiality is not something ancillary to religion but rather is something 
inextricably linked to religion.726 Even the most abstract spirituality and the most inward 
beliefs, feelings, and worldviews of an individual do not manifest themselves except as 
things, whether they be buildings, monuments, texts, institutions, communities, or 
relationships. A materialized perspective of religious studies appreciates and 
acknowledges this primacy of the material world. 
Material entities like bodies, things, space, built environments, institutions, and 
                                               
724 W. K. Prentice, “Magical Formulae on Lintels of the Christian Period in Syria,” American Journal of 
Archaeology 10, no. 2 (1906): 147. 
725 Birgit Meyer, “Mediation and the Genesis of Presence. Toward a Material Approach to Religion,” 
inaugural lecture at the University of Utrecht on October 19, 2012, 8. 
726 Or as Ann Marie Yasin says, “a set of passive props or empty background.” See Ann Marie Yasin, 
“Materializing the Study of Late Antique Pilgrimage,” Herom 1 (2012): 261.  
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rituals made acclamations and amulets real and tangible parts of ancient lived religion. In 
the case of amuletic objects inscribed with acclamations, we see a salient example of a 
formula doing something in the world beyond communicating semantic or spiritual 
meaning. The object is a vehicle conveying functional benefits to its user. Through its 
text and imagery, it recalls a public performance that was widely regarded as efficacious, 
extending the efficacy of that performance in material form.  
 
IV. Where to Go From Here?: “Reanimating” Ancient Lived Religion 
This study adds the question posed by archaeologists Oliver Harris and Craig 
Cipolla regarding indigenous religious experience: “...if people turn into jaguars in that 
world, if witches cause illness in that world or if stones can speak in that world, what type 
of world is it?”727 This dissertation reframes the question for a late antique context: What 
type of world is the late antique Mediterranean world? What type of world did Basil of 
Caesarea, John Chrysostom, and Cyril of Jerusalem inhabit? It is a world where chanting 
can heal a leper of his sickness. It is a world where chanting “Lord, have mercy!” can 
quell a plague. It is a world where popular songs could attract demons while the divine 
words of Christian liturgy draw angels into your midst. A world where inscribing 
acclamations on a door lintel could protect a house from demonic invasion. In other 
words, it is an enchanted world. It is an animated world. To reanimate late antique lived 
religion728 is to take more seriously the lived religious experience of late antique 
                                               
727 Oliver J.T. Harris and Craig N. Cipolla, Archaeological Theory in the New Millennium: Introducing 
Current Perspectives (London and New York: Routledge, 2017), 182. 
728 I use “lived religion” here following Meredith McGuire’s use of the term in Lived Religion: Faith and 
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individuals.       
Despite the fraught history of the category “animism,”729 scholars in recent years 
such as the social anthropologist Nurit Bird-David have sought to rehabilitate it. In her 
seminal article “‘Animism’ Revisited,” she redefines animism (or rather, “new 
animisms”) as a way of knowing that focuses on relations between different entities.730 
This relational understanding of animism is evident in indigenous cultures how people 
interact relationally with non-human persons, or “superpersons,” as Bird-David describes 
them. Examples of this include indigenous communities that relate to the environment by 
talking to trees or by performing a dance or song to invite a visitation from spirits. She 
aimed to redefine animism not as indigenous people employing an “empirically 
unfounded” epistemology or making “mistaken strategic guesses”731 about the world, but 
rather, as operating logically by employing “human socially-biased cognitive skills.” 
Humans are biased to act socially, and they act socially whether or not the interlocutor is 
human.  
This dissertation joins an ongoing scholarly conversation that views late antique 
                                               
Practice in Everyday Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). She describes “lived religion” as 
religion as it is experienced by ordinary people apart from religious institutions or official religious 
systems. She argues that individual expressions of religion, religiosity, and religious identity “rarely 
resemble the tidy, consistent, and theologically correct packages official religions promote.” (McGuire, 17). 
The practice of acclamations in late antiquity illustrates this well. Acclamations were practiced in and out 
of religious institutions. They were used and promoted by “official” religious authorities, and they were 
used and promoted by individuals in ways that did not play by the rules of religious authorities.  
729 Although scholars of religion frequently cite E.B. Tylor’s theories as foundational work in the academic 
study of religion, they have largely rejected it as reductive and colonialist. Tylor joined other European 
scholars in the 19th and early 20th centuries in differentiating between “primitive” and “civilized” cultures. 
Tylor’s animism was the first step in an evolution of increasing cultural complexity as societies first 
graduate to polytheism and then to monotheism before reaching the pinnacle of scientific achievement. 
730Nurit Bird-David, “‘Animism’ Revisited: Personhood, Environment, and Relational Epistemology.” 
Current Anthropology 40, no. S1 (1999): 69.  
731 Bird-David, 68. 
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lived religion through this “animated” lens. It focuses on the “animacy” of amulets in an 
effort to take seriously the perspective of late antique individuals who saw themselves 
living in a world pulsating with animated power and beings.732 This is a material 
approach to religion that starts from objects rather than texts, analyzing how humans 
interact with objects rather than what objects mean or represent. Late antique people 
recognizing the animating power in amulets is not irrational or delusional, but rather, it is 
the rational recognition of objects exerting agency over human actors.733 As the scholar 
of religious studies David Morgan argues: objects and images are not passive “visual 
information,” but rather, have a “capacity for action on human viewers.”734 They can 
“beguile, frighten, or move us.”735 
Reconceptualizing late antique experience in this way, we can better see how 
performative ritual was thought to generate and convey ritual power. Although scholars 
describe the operational efficacy of objects in different ways, variously describing objects 
                                               
732 Some scholars of early Christianity have found new avenues of research by employing an “animated” 
archaeological approach. Dayna Kallers, in her 2015 book City of Demons, explores the lived religious 
experience of late antique city-life. She describes late antique cities as “animated,” using the term to 
“connote the specific kinds of forces and powers that populate” the environment of a late antique city 
(Kalleres, 5). She argues the pervasive belief in demons and other supernatural forces and powers enabled 
“people to ritually manipulate their environment in order to curse, attack, protect, empower, or engage in 
divination.” (Kalleres, 5). See Heather Hunter-Crawley, “Pilgrimage Made Portable: A Sensory 
Archaeology of the Monza-Bobbio Ampullae,” Herom 1 (2012): 136. For more scholarship outside of the 
field of early Christianity, see Amy Groleau, “Locating Animism in the Archaeological Record,” 
Cambridge Archaeological Journal 19, no. 3 (2009): 341: “To animate archaeology, then, is to explore 
what archaeology might contribute to the general theoretical discussion on animism, animacy and 
alternative ontologies and, recursively, what animist theories and a consideration of animacy might 
contribute to archaeology. In addition, ‘to animate’ implies movement—it is precisely a sense of dynamism 
in the relations that constitute worlds and entities that an animated archaeology explores.” 
733 David Morgan, Images at Work: The Material Culture of Enchantment (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2018), 24. 
734 Morgan, Images at Work, 44. 
735 Morgan, Images at Work, 44. 
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with terminology like “agential,” or “animated,” or “enchanted,” the effect remains the 
same. Objects, space, and landscape exert influence over humans, and humans respond 
relationally to objects, space, and landscape. To answer “what type of world is this?” we 
must recognize the power objects hold over humans. To do so describes the religious 
experience of late antique individuals more accurately, who experienced a fluidity 
between ritual, object, landscape, and their own bodies. There was no clear-cut boundary 
between subject and object. There was no clear-cut boundary between the material and 
the immaterial. By discarding these dualisms, we can move toward a more accurate 
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